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ABSTRACT

In the Northeast region of the United States, surveys suggest church participation
is steadily declining. We contend that a primary reason for this decline is that churches
have become insular and exclusive, leading to a failure to meet the spiritual, emotional
and physical needs of their communities. The problem raises the question, “How do
churches move beyond exclusivity to engage in relevant ministry within their local
communities?”
Throughout the Bible, God is the initiator of a relationship with humanity. God
created Adam and Eve, and set out a redemptive plan to restore them to right relationship
when their connection to God was frayed by sin. This is seen with Noah and the Ark, in
the land of Ur as God begins a new nation with Abram, and in Bethlehem as God sends
Jesus to be the Messiah. After his death and resurrection, Jesus sends his disciples into
the world to reveal his Father’s love. Throughout human history, this sending (missional)
God has sent people into communities participating in God’s revelation. There is a
contingency of church leaders who argue that the term “missional” is a philosophy of
ministry rather than a theological understanding of a sending God. But the church is the
body of Christ, the presence of God in local communities, and it has the capacity to bring
the full expression of God’s mission to a broken world.
In light of the fact that the church is God’s primary vehicle for carrying God’s
message of love and hope to a broken world, how do churches reengage their
communities? Local churches operating as missional communities are best positioned to
make the gospel tangible and to overcome exclusivity. They understand their local
contexts and can implement the spiritual gifts of their congregations.
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The thesis of this dissertation is that local, missional communities are the primary
vehicle for reengaging congregations with their communities to make the gospel tangible.
Included in this dissertation is a group study guide (Artifact) to be used by groups of
twenty to fifty people, to help them function as a missional community. The artifact
defines the characteristics of a missional community, equips leaders to identify spiritual
gifts within their missional community, and trains the group to understand and minister
within their local context.
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SECTION ONE: THE PROBLEM

Jeremy and David were sent to plant a church in a suburb of North Jersey. They
were inspired to participate in church planting after hearing it described as "the single
most effective evangelistic methodology under heaven.”1 However, church plants were
not common in their region. Jeremy and David were left with little guidance, and with
few models for local, successful church plants.
They began reading books and attending conferences. As they did, they became
concerned. Church planting was very different from the vision of church planting they
had in mind. They sensed their church-plant training was simply preparing them to
reproduce another worship service across town. This was not what they had in mind.
After much effort connecting with other churches and seeking advice regarding
how to effectively reach local communities, Jeremy and David came to a realization.
Churches seemed to be islands in and of themselves with little connection to or impact on
their communities. Both men are struck by the small percentage of people attending
churches in their area, by how little church leadership understood local needs, and by the
lack of opportunities for church members to serve outside the confines of their churches.
Before long, Jeremy summed up the problem: “Churches do not understand the needs of
their local communities.”
This story illustrates a trend among churches in the United States. Many involved
in church ministry deal with ongoing issues of decreased attendance, an inward-looking

1

C. Peter Wagner, Church Planting for a Greater Harvest: A Comprehensive Guide (Ventura:
Regal Books, 1990), 5.
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ministry focus, and a lack of gospel interest within their communities. This section will
explore the problem: namely, that church participation and effectiveness are declining in
the United States and fail to meet tangible needs within their communities. This is not
limited to denominational or non-denominational churches. The problem is endemic to
North Jersey and to communities across the United States.

Faith in America
Christianity in America has changed over the past three decades. Where once
Christianity was the prominent, and fair to say, dominant faith, today, American’s
perspective on faith and Christianity has shifted. For the vast majority of Americans, faith
in God does play a role in their belief system. But no longer is Christianity predominantly
the focus of their faith. Research by The Barna Group finds that “half of all adults now
contend that Christianity is just one of many options that Americans choose from, and
that a huge majority of adults pick and choose what they believe rather than adopt a
church or denomination’s slate of beliefs.”2 In fact, Christianity has become another faith
option, and worse, a tension-point for many.
In the United States, the cultural faith trajectory gradually veers from Christianity
to post-Christianity. Surveys reveal that half of Americans believe Christianity no longer
has an emotional attachment in their lives. The article “Choosing a Faith” states, “Overall,

2
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50% of the adults interviewed agreed that Christianity is no longer the faith that
Americans automatically accept as their personal faith.”3
National Crisis
Throughout the wider United States, Christianity is losing its grip. This trend is
not limited to one region, but characterizes America as a whole. In order to gain clarity in
interpreting these statistics, it is important to identify some key terminologies.
Several terms and definitions are used as religious experts conduct surveys
regarding church growth and Christianity in America. The first is the term “born-again
Christian,” which means: “people who said they have made a personal commitment to
Jesus Christ that is still important in their life today and who also indicated they believe
that when they die they will go to Heaven because they had confessed their sins and had
accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.”4 The second term is “evangelical,” which means:
In addition to meeting the born-again criteria, evangelicals also meet seven other
conditions. Those include saying their faith is very important in their life today;
contending that they have a personal responsibility to share their religious beliefs
about Christ with non-Christians; stating that Satan exists; maintaining that
eternal salvation is possible only through grace, not works; asserting that Jesus
Christ lived a sinless life on earth; saying that the Bible is totally accurate in all it
teaches; and describing God as the all-knowing, all-powerful, perfect deity who
created the universe and still rules it today.5

3

The Barna Group, "Christianity Is No Longer Americans' Default Faith,"
https://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/12-faithspirituality/15-christianity-is-no-longer-americansdefault-faith (accessed July 19, 2013).
4

The Barna Group, "What Americans Believe About Universalism and Pluralism,"
https://www.barna.org/barna-update/faith-spirituality/484-what-americans-believe-about-universalism-andpluralism (accessed July 19, 2013).
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The third term is “unchurched,” which means: “an individual who hasn’t attended
a religious service of any type in the past six months.”6 The definition “unchurched” is
used to identify those who have not attended Christian congregations or other religious
services such as Jewish or Islamic services. In the studies used for this project, these are
among the terms used to characterize the spiritual climate in America. Along with key
definitions, it is imperative to point out that statistics used for this section come from a
number of researchers and authors: The Barna Group, The Pew Forum, and LifeWay
Researchers, to name a few.
As stated, there has been a decline in individuals who consider themselves
Christian participating in church activities. Along with the decline of church participation,
many have chosen not to align themselves with Christianity. In their research on church
attendance in the United States, Pew Research identifies the percentage of people who
attend an evangelical church: more than once a month, 30%; once a week, 28%; and
seldom, 16%.7 Among individuals who attend mainline churches, attendance is: once a
month, 8%; once a week, 26%; and seldom, 16%.8 Fifty-nine percent of those who
attend evangelical churches believe the Bible to be literally true, while 22% of those who
attend mainline churches hold such a belief.9 What percentage believes Christianity to be
the one true faith that leads to eternal life? Pew Research finds that 36% of people who

6

"More than 100 Million Unchurched in the United States?" Leadership Network,
http://leadnet.org/blog/post/more_than_100_million_unchurched_in_the_united_states (accessed July 19,
2013).
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"Comparative Religions - U.S. Religious Landscape Study - Pew Forum on Religion & Public
Life," Comparative Religions - U.S. Religious Landscape Study - Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life,”
Pew Forum, http://religions.pewforum.org/comparisons (accessed September 18, 2013).
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attend evangelical churches hold this belief, and 12% of those who attend mainline
churches.10 These statistics seem surprising.
Most recognize both the Midwest and the South to be the “Bible Belts” of the
country. Yet even within these regions, church attendance is decreasing. Interestingly, the
Midwest has had the greatest degree of change since 1991 evidenced by the reduction in
church attendance.11 Where once 55% of people attended church on a weekly basis,
church attendance now stands at 40%. The percentage of unchurched has shifted from
24% in 1991 to 36% in 2011. Though this region has had a rich heritage of Christianity,
the Christian faith has, according to researchers, “lost its place as the first faith option
people consider.”12
The east and west coasts of the States have the least church participation and have
moved even more rapidly toward a post-Christian culture. “Post-Christian” refers to an
area whose dominant religion was once Christianity yet no longer is. Often, the dominant
belief system in a post-Christian region is secularism. Secularism is the belief system that
government, education, and other facets of public life should not be directly influenced
by faith or religion. It is also essentially humanistic, holding that what is morally right is
whatever improves the material, social, or emotional well-being of humanity, and what is

10

Ibid.
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"Comments on the August 3 Barna Update: ‘Regional Shifts in Religious Beliefs and Behavior
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morally wrong is whatever impedes the progress of humanity.13 The most post-Christian
regions in the United States exist on the east and west coasts as indicated by the lack of
church participation and those who align themselves with Christianity. Of the top 50
post-Christian areas in the U.S., the top ten are: Albany, NY (63%); Burlington, VT
(60%); Portland, ME (59%); Providence, RI (56%); Hartford, CT (54%); San Francisco,
CA (53%); Boston, MA (53%); Buffalo, NY, New York, NY (51%); and San Diego, CA
(51%).14 Within these regions, the percentage of self-identified atheists or agnostics is
most prominent in Portland, ME (19%), Seattle, WA (19%), Portland, OR (16%),
Sacramento, CA (16%), and Spokane, WA (16%).15 In fact the two most populated states
in the nation, California and New York, contain 18% of the nation’s residents, but one
quarter of its unchurched adults (23%).16
As these statistics show, the Northeast is the most post-Christian of U. S. regions
which means it has the least church participation. As a state, Connecticut has the fewest
evangelicals with just 26,000 people out of a population of more than 2.5 million.17

13

"Secular VS Real Christianity - Thinking About Christianity," Thinking About Christianity,
http://www.thinkingaboutchristianity.com/secular-vs-real-christianity.html (accessed October 08, 2013).
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Among the 27 most populous states, the one that emerged with the lowest percentage of
self-identified born-again Christians was Massachusetts (17%).18
Jeremy and David’s experience of evangelical churches in New Jersey aligns with
the spiritual climate of the Northeast. In 2012, the population of New Jersey was
8,864,590.19 Among this population, only 31% classified themselves as evangelical or
born-again Christians.20 Within this percentage of self-identified evangelical or bornagain Christians, 39% had attended church in the last week; 52% had attended church in
the past month; and 22% attended church, read the Bible, and prayed regularly.21 As
statistics reveal, the culture of New Jersey has become a post- Christian culture.
These statistics from the Barna Group, a leading research organization on faith
and culture, are staggering. They represent the dilemma at hand. They beg the question:
What is the population of unchurched in the United States? Surveys reveal that more than
1 in 3 adults (33%) in the United States are unchurched. This represents 125 million
people, meaning the unchurched population in the States is equivalent to the tenth largest
country in the world. This is far different from a society that once held Christianity and
church participation in high regard.

18

Ibid.
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"New Jersey QuickFacts from the US Census Bureau," New Jersey QuickFacts from the US
Census Bureau, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/34000.html (accessed July 17, 2013).
20

Barna Group, Barna Report: Cities (New Jersey) (Ventura: Barna Group, 2013), 31.
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The Cause of the Problem
In medical terms, we recognize that people often treat symptoms before
identifying a diagnosis. Consider the parent of a young child with a fever. First, the
parent treats the fever with medication in hopes of reducing the child’s fever. If the fever
does not break, the parent takes the child to the doctor. Often the doctor’s first reaction is
to treat symptoms. If symptoms do not subside, the doctor proceeds to conduct tests,
seeking a diagnosis for the child’s condition. As Thom Rainer writes, “too many
churches in America today have come to a diagnosis regarding the unchurched and are
trying to treat symptoms.” 22 The dilemma many churches face is they identify their
symptoms as a diagnosis. The “prescription” is a change to a more contemporary or
liturgical worship style, or the implementation of small groups to foster a sense of
community, yet symptoms remain because of faulty diagnosis.
What is the reason for the decline in church participation and in Christianity?
What is the diagnosis of the root problem? Are people generally disinterested in God, or
simply disenchanted with Christianity? A study by Lifeway Research identified that 86%
of the unchurched believe they can have a "good relationship with God without belonging
to a church."23 Furthermore, many are involved in activities that hold spiritual or religious
significance for them. For example, more and more Americans are involved in helping
the poor and oppressed. Carl Dudley of the Hartford Seminary's Institute for Religion
Research points out, “A huge number of people see volunteering for a soup kitchen or

22

Thom S. Rainer, Surprising Insights from the Unchurched and Proven Ways to Reach
Them (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), l. 427, Kindle.
23

Lifeway Research, “What the Unchurched Are Saying - Survey by Lifeway Research," The
Examiner, http://www.examiner.com/article/what-the-unchurched-are-saying-survey-by-lifeway-research
(accessed July 19, 2013).
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tutoring children as a religious activity."24 Most people are open to conversations about
faith, but are reluctant to attend church or get actively involved in participating within the
church. People who consider themselves to be spiritual often recognize their acts of
service as forms of faith and spirituality.
Moreover, many harbor misunderstandings about churches’ beliefs and about
mission causing them to be disinterested and disillusioned with church participation. As
The Barna Group points out, many Christians believe “Americans are becoming hostile
and negative toward Christianity.”25 The perception the unchurched have of Christianity
is of an exclusivist church, meaning hypocritical, judgmental, anti-homosexual, overly
political, sheltered and concerned only with internal concerns. Christians have given the
impression that if people don’t believe or act as Christians do, they are unwelcomed,
causing people to feel inferior—or worse—unaccepted, by Christians.
In the book UnChristian,26 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons explain that these
perceptions are based on experiences at churches, relationships with others, input they
receive about other religions, and family influence. Research reveals that the unchurched
have little trust in Christianity. Unchurched individuals admit that when around
Christians, “their emotional and intellectual barriers go up,” and “they reject Jesus
because they feel rejected.”27

24

“Charting the Unchurched in America," USA Today,
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/life/2002/2002-03-07-no-religion.htm (accessed July 19, 2013).
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This skepticism has filtered down to younger people, those between the ages of 16
and 29 years of age. Research has identified the younger generation as “more skeptical
and resistant to Christianity than the same age just a decade ago.”28 Currently only 16%
of American young people have a “good impression” of Christianity.29 And only 3% of
non-Christians express a “favorable view of evangelicals.”30 The younger generation
believes Christians are hypocritical and are quick to see the faults and shortcomings of
the church. Spirituality is important to the younger generation, but attaching themselves
to Christianity is something they’re unwilling to do. They fear being associated with an
exclusivist group of people.
As with broader perceptions of Christianity, young Americans perceive
Christianity as judgmental, hypocritical, overly old-fashioned, and overly political. Two
observations have been made by this generation: (1) Christianity has “changed from what
it used to be"; and (2) “in today’s society, Christianity no longer looks like Jesus."31 This
has led to a decrease in participation in Christian churches, and a lack of Christian
affiliation among successive generations. Studies show that “nearly half of Mosaics,
[age] 13-18 (48%) qualifies as post-Christian compared with two-fifths of Busters [age]
22-40 (40%). One- third of Boomers [age] 41-59 (35%) and one-quarter of Seniors [age]

27
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29
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60+ (28%) are post-Christian.”32 Young Americans have quickly adopted the skepticism
of prior generations.
Diagnosis of the Problem
In the United States, participation in Christianity is in danger of precipitous
decline. As stated, the numbers of Christians and of those participating in Christian
churches are decreasing. The Christian church in America has not recognized its sickness,
which is causing the church to lose effectiveness and influence. Furthermore, the loss will
only multiply if nothing changes. Yet rather than being defensive or dismissive, the
church should learn from its critics, especially the younger generation, as they express
their perceptions of Christianity.
Based on these perceptions, diagnosis of the church’s sickness is: American
Christians do not represent the Christ they claim to represent—namely, a forgiving and
gracious savior. The perception of Christ by many non-Christians is that of a Pharisaical
teacher of legalism rather than the Jesus who met the woman at the well. Statistics reveal
that Christians have not incarnated the two greatest commandments: “Love God,” and
“Love your neighbor.” David Kinnaman explains, “evangelicals are often targeted for
claims of hypocrisy; the unique ‘sin’ of evangelicals tends to be doing the ‘right’ thing
but with improper motives.”
The diagnosis of the problem is that Christians have become unchristian in their
actions, conveying a message that is antithetical to Christ. In sum, Christian churches are
not living up to their calling to love and accept people who are unlike their own groups.

32
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The prescription for this illness is for Christians to reveal the love, truth, and compassion
of Jesus Christ to their local communities.
It is true that hostility toward Christianity exists. Jesus told his followers to expect
hostility against him. But we must ask: Is the hostility toward Christianity self-induced,
or is it actual hostility toward Christ? To a large degree the hostility encountered by
Christianity is self-induced because of the perceptions Christians have formed in others.
The church must learn from what the Apostle Paul stated, “live wisely among those who
are not believers” and “let your conversation be gracious and attractive” (Col. 4:5-6). In
order for Christianity to realign with its origins, the church must find common ground for
dialogue, and ways to serve a rapidly changing world.
The church is not responsible for whether or not an individual decides to be
Christian. The church is responsible for how she represents Christ to her local community
and to the world. The church must be accountable for actions and attitudes that have
misrepresented a holy, just, and loving God.

SECTION TWO: OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS

Introduction
As established, church participation is on the decline in the United States. As
indicated in Section One, this is not limited to one part of the country. It is commonly
argued that churches are too insular and exclusive, and fail to meet the spiritual,
emotional, and physical needs of their communities. Thus we ask, “How do churches
move beyond exclusivity and engage in relevant ministry within their local
communities?” The question poses an ongoing dilemma for church leadership.
Often churches have attempted to solve the problem by initiating new ministry
models. The following section highlights four ministry models currently being used to
address the problem. As we discuss each model, we focus on three avenues of ministry:
worship service, discipleship, and evangelism.

Traditional Model
The Traditional Church model is the model most familiar to people, whether
Christian or not. The main focus of the traditional model is the Sunday morning service.
Sunday morning is the primary time when the church gathers. The traditional Sunday
service runs approximately two to three hours and frames several mini-events: a worship
service, childcare, and Christian education (Sunday School) for both children and adults.
The purpose of the service is for corporate worship and the preaching of scripture.
The worship style of the service is formal, with hymns being sung and accompanied by,
but not limited to, a piano or organ. Often, traditional churches have choirs that

13
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accompany the worship leader. The philosophy of the traditional style is to adhere to the
traditions of a church’s denomination and/or heritage. Preaching of scripture is the focus
and pinnacle of the service. It is the vehicle for the proclamation of the gospel for those
attending for the first time, and discipleship for others parishioners. Most often, the style
is expository, expounding on a particular text or passage of Scripture.
Discipleship within the Traditional Church model takes place before or after the
service, mainly during Sunday School. Robert Raikes33 first established Sunday School in
the 1700s. Its original purpose was to teach working children how to read, write, and
study the Bible. Over the years, Sunday School grew into a church’s means for training
and equipping people of all ages. Most Sunday School classes occur in a traditional
classroom setting, though some function more as small groups. The reason for the small
group format is to promote community within the class.
According to Alan Knox, churches based on the traditional model “tend to be
program-oriented, event-oriented, or categorically purpose-oriented in their identities.”34
Everything that happens is centered on a specific meeting place, a specific start and stop
time, and often focuses on Sunday mornings. The same applies to evangelism.
“Evangelism is,” according to Knox, “…one program among many programs of the
church and/or is primarily accomplished through the members inviting unbelievers to a

33

"Robert Raikes and How We Got Sunday School," Christianity.com,
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worship service where the gospel is shared.”35 During a worship service, people have
opportunities to respond to the gospel. Sunday mornings are the most important days of
the week according to this model. Along with Sunday being the most important day,
church facilities are important, as this is where church ministry takes place.
In the traditional model, the leadership structure is formed around pastoral
leadership. Though a traditional model has a governing board of some kind, the senior
pastor holds the primary leadership position. The main role of the parishioner is to attend
and invite others. The pastor in this model is the primary evangelist, shepherd, and
teacher.
Though this is the most familiar model of “church,” I see problems with the
model. Most importantly, the traditional church has lead Christians to be insular—even
exclusive. For someone to hear the gospel or participate in discipleship, he/she must
attend church on a specific day. If a person is unable to attend church, or is
uncomfortable because of past experiences with church, they are unable to connect with
the church community.
Another problem with the traditional church model is that leadership is often not
shared. When the senior pastor is the main leader, and when the senior pastor is
responsible to be the shepherd, teacher, and evangelist,36 leadership is limited. This limits
and excludes others in the church body from utilizing and exercising their spiritual gifts.
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There are two main pitfalls in this form of leadership. First, participants will not
be utilized, leading them to feel useless to the church. Second, it can cause burnout37 for
pastors. Along with raising these issues, the traditional type of leadership puts unhealthy
expectations on the pastor and separates him/her from the congregation. There is an
artificial division between a pastor and congregation; one that creates “top-down
authority structures.”38 This can leave the pastor uncared for, unaccountable, and set apart
in unhealthy ways.
A final problem is that the traditional model’s primary focus is on the health and
well-being of the church community, rather than the local community in which they are
situated. Since this model is program-oriented and focused on attendees, pastoral care is
mostly limited to church members. Program-oriented ministries often do not recognize
the needs of the local community because they’re focused on meeting the needs of those
willing and able to be participants.

Attractional Model
The Attractional model is adapted from the verb “attract” or “attraction.” The
hope and expectation of this model is “that people will come to it to meet God and find
fellowship with others”39 when planted within a particular community or locale. A
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common phrase used by the Attractional model is “Come and See.”40 This concept
focuses on the anticipation of what an individual will experience as they visit and
participate in a church.
The Attractional model is highly program-oriented and culturally current. This
runs from the worship service, to the children/youth programs and adult ministries. The
purpose of the “attraction” philosophy is to make the Bible and Christianity relevant for
all ages. Programs are considered the vehicles for worship, discipleship, and evangelism.
Like a well-run business, attractional churches have established programs that meet
specific needs of their congregants. Most mega churches throughout the United States use
this model.
The Sunday gathering is the main focus of just about everything they do. The
music style is always contemporary and band-driven. The pastor is a high-profile
personality, a driven leader, and an effective communicator. Preaching is often topical,
related to current events and to popular topics such as marriage, relationships, and
finances. Each message has a biblical base. The goal is to make the service, worship
style, and preaching attractive and inviting, so people will come to hear the gospel. This
is where the phrase “come and see” applies.
Often attractional churches have excellent facilities. The children’s ministries
follow current trends and activities, ministry rooms have a welcoming atmosphere, and
the sanctuary has comfortable seating and contemporary décor. These are all important
aspects to creating an inviting and safe atmosphere.
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Discipleship within this model is twofold. First, primary learning is pulpitcentric. One of the purposes of the sermon is to equip the church. Second, discipleship is
done through Adult Sunday School and/or small groups. Like the preaching style, these
groups are based on topical series. The purpose behind the attractional philosophy is to
meet people in their current life situations.
Evangelism, like discipleship, primarily happens within the worship service.
From the worship music and the sermon, “the goal as communicators in worship is to
preach, or present a message,”41 according to Len Wilson. Whether by using multimedia,
current topics, or popular music styles, the goal is to present the gospel message.
Evangelism is not limited to the worship service, but the worship service is its primary
vehicle.
This description seems to capture what every church would want—an inviting and
exciting atmosphere for presenting the gospel. However, the model raises several
concerns. The first echoes a concern with the traditional model. The primary focus is on
what happens at the church facilities. This is where the phrase “Come and See” must be
challenged. This idea is unbiblical in that Jesus, his disciples, and the early church always
went into communities to present the gospel. “Essentially,” writes Alan Hirsch,
“attractional church operates from the assumption that to bring people to Jesus we need to
first bring them to church.”42 As Hirsch points out, this puts the responsibility on
individuals “to come and hear the gospel’ rather than [on] the church having a ‘go-to-
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them’ type of mentality.”43 Jesus sent his followers to go to their local communities
rather than expecting people to come to them.
This model also puts too much emphasis on the usage of facilities. Most of a
church’s budget must be allocated for buildings, staffing, and big events. In order to
maintain momentum, the activities that occur in the facilities must continue to progress
effectively. This priority forces leadership to focus on the ongoing needs of the ministry
rather than the needs of the local community. While there is nothing wrong with great
facilities and progressive programs, too much emphasis on meeting the needs of the
congregation rather than the needs of the local community makes the church insular and
inwardly focused.
In 2004, Willow Creek Community Church, underwent research on the
effectiveness or lack of effectiveness in their building disciples of Christ. Since 1975,
Willow Creek set out to create a new church that would attract people to come hear the
gospel message. As Greg Hawkins explains, “Before the research, Willow Creek had
been assuming that ‘the more a person far from God participates in church activities, the
more likely it is those activities will produce a person who loves God and loves
others.’44 Unfortunately this was not valid. The study had come to the conclusion: Does
increased attendance in ministry programs automatically equate to spiritual growth? To
be brutally honest: it does not.”45
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Finally, the attractional model produces a consumer mindset. Often it attracts
Christians who are frustrated at their current church, and who are seeking something
more attractive or relevant. According to John Shriver,
The biggest problem with the attractional model is that it encourages a
consumerist Christianity where you “shop around” for a church that you like,
where you fit in, and that offers programs and services that suit you and your
family. Therefore, we see attractional–modeled churches growing simply by
transfers of membership, not because people are being pulled in from the
“outside.”46
Every church, even churches of the attractional model, will not meet the needs of all
people. This leads people to bounce around to other churches for selfish reasons. A
deeper problem occurs when individuals seek to attend churches only for their own
benefit, rather than to be empowered to live on mission in their communities. In his
findings in Reveal, Bill Hybels writes, “the church and its myriad of programs have taken
on too much responsibility for people’s spiritual growth.”47 The focus is inward, not
outward.

Small Group Model
The small-group model is based on the biblical example of Christ training and
equipping his small group of disciples to fulfill the Great Commission. Jesus identified a
small group of followers and invested in empowering them to identify, equip, and
disciple others.
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Over the past twenty-five years, the Small Group model has become a key form
of ministry for churches throughout the world. Some of the largest churches across the
globe were started from the small-group model and continue to use this model of
ministry. David Yhongi Cho, founder of Yoido Full Gospel Church in South Korea,
planted his congregation with a small group and has grown the church to over 200,000
people.48 This is true for many of the largest churches in the United States. North Point
Community Church was founded on the small-group model and has approximately
23,37749 attendees.
While these churches still have a regular Sunday morning worship service, small
groups are the primary means for discipleship and evangelism within the congregation. A
small group can be defined as a group of two to fifteen people who gather with the
purpose of spiritual growth and fellowship. Small groups meet on a specific day, with
most meeting weekly or bi-weekly. There are four small-group models I will describe:
discipleship, covenant, serendipity, and cell(meta).
“Discipleship” groups are gatherings of people who study the Bible for the
purpose of discipleship and reproducing other disciples. This model is taken from Jesus’
model of discipleship. These groups meet for a period of two years. During this period,
the leader constantly searches for apprentices, in order to train them to give birth to new
small groups. This model is extremely welcoming to new people—both Christians and
non-Christians.
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The “covenant” model is based on people who plan to gather for a specific time
and purpose. The founder of this model is Roberta Hestenes.50 Most often these groups
only involve Christians. Covenant groups are often support groups or groups focused on a
topic: marriage, parenting, men, women, or even for addiction recovery. There is a high
level of commitment and accountability among the members. There is no built-in
mechanism for multiplication since the purpose of the group is to gather with particular
individuals for a set period with a start- and end-point.
The “serendipity” model, was founded by Lyman Coleman.51 There are three
common functions of this kind of small group: bible study, relationship-forming, and
service. Lyman Coleman uses the illustration of “the three-legged stool.” As Ferguson,
Ferguson, and Bramlett explain: “Take away one leg of the stool and it will fall. Take
away one of the three things from a small group, and it will fail.”52 Members do not have
to be church members; groups are open to anyone interested. Similar to traditional
Sunday school, “this model has a two-semester structure.”53 A semester model is like that
of a college calendar, with fall and spring semesters. These are the primary small group
seasons.
The cell model, or meta model, developed by Carl E. George,54 is a way for
churches to provide pastoral care for all their members. This model allows members to
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invite friends to participate in Christian fellowship as an introduction to faith and
Christian community. The groups are responsible to grow and reproduce into new groups.
Whenever a group reaches fifteen members, the group will birth into two separate groups.
The key to birthing new groups is the leader’s ability to identify and equip an apprentice
to lead the next group. When each group begins, they are told to expect a future time of
rebirthing. In reference to the “meta-church,” Carl George “makes the argument for a
church structure which is large enough to celebrate, yet small enough to care.”55 Both
Yoido Full Gospel Church and North Point Community Church use this model.
The small-group model is an effective means of discipleship. It can also foster a
healthy means of pastoral care within a congregation. On a personal note, the majority of
my ministry career has been focused on leading small-group ministries. It would be
unfair to say small groups are unsuccessful. Small groups have many advantages, helping
a church to experience growth and health. However, there are pitfalls with the smallgroup model.
The first is that the leadership structure of a group focuses on reproduction. One
or two leaders who share leadership responsibilities often lead these groups. The leaders’
main objective is to identify future leaders to reproduce their group as the group grows or
by a specific end date. If the leader is unable to identify and equip an apprentice to
reproduce the group, a problem arises. The group will be unable to reproduce. There is
then the likelihood that a leader will become exhausted and burned out, causing the group
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to end. If the group fails to reproduce, it is very likely that the group will lose its purpose
for meeting and come to an end.
The second problem is evangelism. The evangelism strategy in the small group is
dependent on member participation. Members invite others to the group, and members
participate in evangelism events or activities. The first scenario does not always work.
While it is easy to invite a fellow Christian to a Bible study on a set time and date, many
non-Christians often feel intimidated by a Christian gathering. Small-group members can
be intimidated about inviting friends, causing them not to view their small group as an
evangelism opportunity. The small group then becomes about group members’ spiritual
growth. “Unless individuals in groups are challenged to make deeper commitments to
objective norms outside themselves, groups will merely promote ‘feel good’ spirituality
and succeed only in meeting the felt needs of members.”56 Second, outreach or service
opportunities are dependent on the people participating in the group. If there is a lack of
enthusiasm or willingness to serve others, participants will not show up to serve at the
outreach. Whether because of personal insecurities or a lack of participants to make the
event happen, good intentions often end with empty results. Small groups may be small
enough to care for one another, but often they are too small to take risks to serve
outsiders. An example comes from Mike Braen’s pastoral experience. He writes, “MCs
(missional communities) first began as missional small groups (groups of 8-‐15 people)
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more than 20 years ago in England. After a few years, it became clear they were small
enough to care, but not large enough to dare.”57
The third problem with the small-group model is formality. Like the first two
models, small groups are highly centered on programs. Though natural connections may
exist because of relationships within the groups, small groups meet mainly on their
specific day. Most relationship-building and discipleship takes place during this period of
time. If an individual misses group for a period of time, they lose connection with others
in the group. Since most groups have a beginning and ending period that is similar to a
school-calendar year, participants will have a tendency to lose touch with one another
outside the fixed small-group seasons. This does not occur intentionally, but is a dilemma
associated with the small-group model.

House Church Model
The House Church model is unique from the other three models. The first three
center around a physical church building and location. Though the Small Group model
may be centered on meeting in homes, many have the option to meet at a church facility.
Each of the three models is associated with a Sunday morning service that is a formal
gathering, the culmination of ministry within the church structure.
The history of the house church dates back to the early church. The church
depicted in Acts 2 began by meetings in homes. They gathered to pray, learn from the
apostles’ teachings, have fellowship, care for one another’s needs, and partake in a
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communal meal. An example of a house church is described in Acts 12, as Peter goes to
Mary’s house to gather with others for prayer while Peter is in prison. First Corinthians
16:19, Colossians 4:15, Philemon 2, and Romans 16:5, 23 also mention house churches
Paul planted around the Aegan Sea.58 Though the disciples would have gone to the
synagogue or to the Temple, their main place of gathering was in people’s homes.
House churches have gathered throughout history. In many third world
countries—especially in countries that do not allow public Christian worship—house
churches are the only means for Christians to gather. This continues today in many
countries spanning from West Africa to East Asia.
House churches identified by Del Birkey “refer to an indigenous and selffunctioning church small enough to gather together in a home or small surroundings.”59
They differ from small groups in that, “house churches are small congregations in their
own right, whereas home cell groups are sub-units of a congregation.”60 Here in the
United States there are nearly 4,000 house churches.61
Within the House Church model, worship, discipleship, and evangelism all take
place through informal settings. One of the significant components of the house church is
that their gatherings have a family-like structure. As the house church gathers, a meal is
shared, reflecting Jesus’ practice when he gathered with his disciples for meals,
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culminating in the Last Supper. When house-church groups gather, they worship, study
the scriptures, and pray.
Within this home structure, discipleship is the focus, whether through the formal
house meeting or informal relationships between group members. Discipleship happens
in the house-church setting, as well as in the everyday of life, integrating members’
public and private lives. There are no start and end dates, or semester-style programs.
As discipleship is highly relational, so is evangelism. Evangelism is done through
relational connections rather than program-driven efforts. Evangelism is simple in that
the gospel is shared through relational connections of the church members. As J.D. Payne
states, “The majority of these churches reached people with the gospel primarily through
the relationships that God had allowed to develop between church members and those
who were unbelievers.”62 As in the early church, hospitality is the door for others to share
hospitality, a meal, and the gospel message.
The leadership structure of a house church is dependent on a shared ministry
approach. Though there may be a main point person, leadership must be characterized by
mutual submission and shared responsibilities. Leadership is accomplished through the
work of all members. Gordon Fee states, “Historically the church seems to have fallen
into a model that eventually developed a sharp distinction between the people themselves
(laity) and the professional ministry (clergy).”63 In house churches, by contrast,
leadership is shared.
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The house church is a model that has had tremendous success around the world.
In the United States, house churches are beginning to have influence as a model of church
ministry. An individual reading the book of Acts may assume that the house church
should be the only model for a church—evangelism and discipleship being based on
relationships.
What then are the shortcomings of house churches? First, there is the issue of
leadership structure. I would agree with the house-church ideal that leadership and
authority should be shared and not limited to “vocational” ministers. But as Ken Walker
points out, “one glaring weakness of house churches is that many are governed by
authoritarian leaders.”64 This contradicts the ideal and can be extremely dangerous for
those who participate in such a situation. This also leads to a dilemma when a house
church has no form of accountability. Fortunately many denominations support the
house-church movement and there are also house-church organizations that can assist
with accountability. A house church does not have to be connected to a formal church,
but should at least connect with other house churches for the sake of accountability.
This leads to the next shortcoming. Often, but not always, house churches can be
a reaction to negative past experiences in formal church models, “house churches have
been reactionary, dysfunctional, and isolated,”65 writes Ken Walker. This leads members
to be isolated from the wider Christian community and reluctant to participate in
evangelism. If individuals participate in a house church due to their personal frustrations
and fears, how effectively will they gather to be discipled and sent out to evangelize?
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House churches can be a new safe model for frustrated Christians but can hinder a
collective focus on evangelism.
The Great Commission mandates the multiplication of disciples. If house
churches are not seeing people come to faith in Christ and living as disciples,
multiplication will not happen, thus falling short of the purpose of churches as expressed
in Acts.

Summary
Many models of church structure and function exist. In this section, only four
were highlighted. Each of these has been successful, to some degree, at accomplishing
the Great Commission. John Dawson writes, “There is no absolute model for what a local
church should be.”66 I agree. Yet as I look at the spiritual climate in the United States as
identified in Section One and recognize the many models of church structure, I contend
that there is another model suited to address the shortcomings identified in this section.
There is no perfect model, but I believe there is a model that addresses evangelism,
discipleship, and community in a manner that models the early church. This model
facilitates the making of disciples in the neighborhoods and cities around us.
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SECTION THREE: THE THESIS

Over the years, churches have sought the best strategy for fostering biblical
discipleship. Jesus commissioned his disciples to “go and make disciples of all the
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach
these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you.”67 Yet the discipleship
model of most western churches focuses on just one aspect of Jesus’ commissioning:
teaching obedience of his commandments. This begs the question: were Christ’s
commandments another set of laws to be followed, or was the intent of his
commandments to reveal God’s love for the world, as it was revealed through Jesus’
incarnation? We wish to assert the latter.
The purpose of this project is to identify “missional communities” as vehicles
through which people are invited to participate in the Great Commission, obeying Jesus’
commandment to go into all the world and make disciples. I assert that missional
communities are, as Reggie McNeal states, “A recipe for a new church life form” that
will foster biblical discipleship, with the intent of revealing God’s love for the world.
McNeal describes how this kind of church life better fits the context we live in, a context
he describes as “post-congregational.” McNeal writes, “A post-congregational culture
requires a strategy of engaging people right where they already live, work, play, go to
school, and pursue their hobbies and passions. It's incarnational. It lets them live more
intentionally, learning to love God and their neighbors more, making a contribution to
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their community, all with people they know and are known by.”68 This is the missional
community.
In this section, we assert that missional communities are the most effective form
of discipleship. Three specific areas will be investigated in the section: 1) defining
missional communities, 2) spiritual gifts, and 3) evangelism.

Defining Missional Communities
Missional communities have been gathering interest for the past 20 years. Most of
them arose in Europe, but the movement has spread to America. Two of the forerunners
of missional communities are Mike Breen and J.R. Woodard. Breen defines missional
communities (MC) as, “a group of 20 to 50 people who exist, in Christian community, to
reach either a particular neighborhood or network of relationships. With a strong value on
life together, the group has the expressed intention of seeing those they are in relationship
with choose to start following Jesus through this more flexible and locally incarnated
expression of the church.”69 Furthermore, he states, “Each MC attends to the three
dimensions of life that Jesus himself attended to: time with God (worship, prayer,
scripture, teaching, giving thanks, etc.), time with the body of believers building a vibrant
and caring community, and time with those who don’t know Jesus yet.”70 Woodward
defines missional communities similarly. He describes them as, “mid-sized groups living
out their ‘sentness’ together in specific missional spaces; learning to live in the way of
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Jesus; bringing God’s love, forgiveness, compassion and justice to specific people and
neighborhoods. Missional communities carry their worship of God into every moment
and space of life, from the marketplace to the neighborhood, bringing the blessing of
Christ with them.”71 Missional communities do life together and equip one another to, as
Woodward puts it, “live out our calling, incarnate the Good News and pursue wholeness
in community.”72 To summarize, missional communities seek to live out mission, be
gospel centered, and pursue both in community.
These three components make up the DNA of missional communities. They are
communities that can function either within an established congregation, or as a church
plant. In either situation, their purpose is the same: to go and make disciples for Jesus.

Mission, Gospel, and Community
Throughout the Bible, God was the one who initiated relationships with
humanity. This is seen with Adam, in the narrative of the Garden of Eden,73 with Abram
in the land of Ur,74 and with Jesus in Bethlehem.75 In the same way that God reached
out to humans in the Bible, Christ sends people to reveal God’s love. In describing the
way God’s initiates relationships with humanity, J.R. Woodard writes, “We see
throughout scripture that God is on mission. God is a sending God. He took the
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initiative to pursue us, coming into our world, seeking, wooing, calling and restoring. It
was the Father who sent the Son, and the Father and Son that sent the Spirit.”76 God has
a mission: to make the Kingdom of God present through Jesus and his followers. Allan
Hirsch states that the “church exists as a sign, symbol, and foretaste of the Kingdom of
God.”77
What then is the mission of God as articulated by Jesus? In Luke 2:19-20, Jesus
says, “The Spirit of the LORD is upon me, for he has anointed me to bring Good News
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim that captives will be released, that the blind will
see, that the oppressed will be set free, and that the time of the LORD’s favor has
come.”78 The “good news” that is the gospel is the message that God desires to release
people from oppression, bring healing to the sick, and allow for God’s favor to be upon
humanity. God’s mission is for people to participate, as God’s hands and feet, in
fulfilling God’s desire to bring wholeness. Unfortunately, churches have often tried to
create or recreate a mission they have chosen to be God’s mission. Meaning, setting up
programs or facilities that serve a church’s own interest, member’s needs or
expectations only—instead of recognizing the needs and context of the community
where God has placed them to reveal and proclaim the gospel. It is imperative for God’s
people to realize that, “The church did not invent the mission nor does it have exclusive
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rights to it.”79 The mission is God’s and it is imperative for the people of God to realize,
as McNeal puts it, “the church does not have a mission; the mission has a church.”80
Hugh Halter, in his definition of missional communities, explains that the mission
is lived out through the community’s focus, “first on helping their friends, neighborhood,
and network of relationships feel God’s love. They help, they support, they advocate,
serve, encourage, love, and keep doing it without any strings attached.”81 Missional
communities ask the question, “What is God up to in our neighborhoods and
communities?”82 The fact that God’s people are a “sent” people does not mean they are
sent away from their communities. They are sent into their communities. As McNeal
writes, “The ‘sent’ church implies a church on mission, largely played out away from
church gatherings. ‘Sent’ people maintain the purpose of the church when scattered and
are not just hanging around waiting for the next church gathering to attend and live out
their spiritual development.”83
The other question a missional community asks is, “What is God calling us to do?”
In exploring this question, a missional community seeks discernment from God in the
midst of their particular context in order to make the gospel tangible. Churches need to
study their particular context to know the “who” and the “where” they are called to serve.
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This involves not only knowing their neighbors, but knowing their neighborhoods, their
school systems, and their local governments. In summary, missional communities must
understand their local predicament.
In order for God’s people to ask these questions and respond, missional
communities take on the identity of missionaries in their own communities and locales.
Comparing a MC member to a missionary, Hugh Halter states, “Just like you might live
and focus your time and energy in a foreign culture, learning, listening, and responding to
the needs you see around you, so it is with a missional community here in your back
yard.”84 Greg Finke adds to this missional identity, “Some communities primarily see
themselves as having a mission together—a common cause that they feel called to give
their lives to (serving the homeless, mentoring school children, adopting people groups,
and so on). The missional community in these cases is the missionary. Other missional
communities mainly see their group as a community of missionaries, each living
intentionally in their life assignments, drawing encouragement and nurture for their
mission from the missional community they are a part of. These communities might serve
in projects together but they do not see the group as their major missional engagement
with the world. Their lives are their mission trips."85 In both instances, MC members take
on the role of missionaries.
This is a whole new lens for viewing God’s calling. It invites Christ’s followers to
see their neighbors and neighborhoods differently, as places where the mission of Jesus is
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to be lived out. The good news someone has received will be passed on to people within
arms’ reach. This is the premise of incarnational ministry: to embody the gospel in one’s
own community.
It becomes clear that a missional community sees itself as an aggregate of
missionaries, each intentionally living out individual and corporate callings. This is a far
cry from how missions was identified traditionally. In the book A Field Guide for the
Missional Congregation, authors Rick Rouse and Craig Van Gelder describe the
traditional system of church:
The established state church assumed, first of all, that the culture was supportive
of the church and the Christian message. Second, it assumed that everyone in the
empire was Christian—if you were born into the parish, you were baptized into
the local parish church. This meant that any imagination for a mission field was
defined as being somewhere beyond the boundaries of the empire. Third, the
church existed primarily to serve the needs of its own members and to provide
them with the religious goods and services that they expected to receive as
members.86
The traditional church also confused the mission of God with a program rather than a
purpose. In the book Community, author Brad House quotes John Ferguson, who writes,
“Social justice, overseas missions, youth programs, food banks, sports ministries, and
so on are acceptable programs, but they are not the center of God’s mission.” As House
explains, “They are support tools through which a gospel-saturated community can
intentionally engage the world.”87 The mission of God is to demonstrate God’s love,
which is revealed in Jesus Christ. If programs assist God’s mission to move forward,
then they are important. The mission of God is a redemptive mission.
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It is clear that the key focus of missional communities is mission. As in the early
church, God’s mission is to be manifested among a community of people. This is a
contradiction from the individualist mindset manifested by the western church.
“Individualism saturates American culture,” writes Woodward, “to the point that we no
longer notice it. Individualism tells us we can become more like Jesus by ourselves,
through a self-help program or more effort.”88 Community is foreign to the western
church because of the effect culture has had on it.
Jesus modeled community with his disciples for three years. During this time,
they built community as they were on mission. No matter what the scenario, the disciples
were not alone. They functioned within community, whether in groups of 12, 72, or even
2. When Jesus departed, this was the model of mission they were to continue. The Book
of Acts gives today’s church a model for the purpose of community:
42

All the believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to
fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the Lord’s Supper[i]), and to
prayer.43 A deep sense of awe came over them all, and the apostles performed
many miraculous signs and wonders. 44 And all the believers met together in one
place and shared everything they had. 45 They sold their property and possessions
and shared the money with those in need.46 They worshiped together at the
Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals
with great joy and generosity[j]— 47all the while praising God and enjoying the
goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their fellowship those
who were being saved.89
Participating in community means participating in spiritual growth where God’s
word is taught, worship is corporate, and support is given to those in the community.
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Understanding God’s mission and knowing Christ in community comes through studying
the scriptures together. The author of Hebrews is quick to point out the importance of
simply gathering.
Let us hold tightly without wavering to the hope we affirm, for God can be trusted
to keep his promise. Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love
and good works. And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do,
but encourage one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing
near. (Hebrews 10:23-25)
The author of Hebrews encouraged the church to meet together and encourage one
another, for in doing so, Christ would be manifested.
The message of Christ is one of healing. Missional communities seek to be
communities of healing by allowing authenticity to flourish, creating “safe environments
of acceptance, forgiveness, healing and hope,” as Ronald Carlson puts it.90 As seen in Acts
2, the support offered in Christian community is to go beyond spiritual support. Physical
and financial burdens can be shared as well. It is important to point out that a community
does not manifest healing and hope simply by being a community. Christ-centeredness
and Jesus’ out-reaching mission distinguish Christian community. Dietrich Bonheoffer
makes this claim, writing, “Christian community means community through and in Jesus
Christ.” A community founded on Christ manifests the love of God and the gospel among
them.
Community is also a vehicle of hospitality. In Acts, the early church provided for
the followers of Christ and for the needs of others. This is seen in disciples helping the
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“outsider.”91 In his book, Missional Small Groups, Scott Boren states, “Hospitality was
one of the distinctive practices that marked the early church as unique in the surrounding
culture. The Greek word for hospitality is philoxenia, which is a combination of two
words: love and stranger.”92 Hospitality in the early church was not limited to insiders but
was open to all who would welcome it. Jesus told his disciples the two greatest
commandments were: love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your
strength, and all your mind, and … love your neighbor as yourself (Luke 10:26-28). The
rhetorical question the church must ask is: Who is your neighbor? Through hospitality,
missional communities have the opportunity to be visible expressions of the gospel by
reflecting in themselves and their communities the transformation made possible by the
gospel.
The early church manifested community with purpose. The purpose of early
Christian communities was centered on fulfilling the Great Commission. Unfortunately,
without purpose, communities become stagnant and lifeless. To model early-church
community, missional churches should focus on studying God’s word and caring for those
both inside and outside the community. Dr. Ronald Carson states, “wherever missional
people go, they gather community, inviting and partnering with others to participate in the
mission of God.”93 Why is mission so important? Because mission gives purpose to a
community. Without purpose, communities stagnate.
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What a Missional Community is Not
Many church leaders would equate the purpose of a missional community with
that of a small group. What is the difference between the two? There is a difference
between a missional community and a small group. Soma Ministries, in their Missional
Community Manual, has distinguished what a missional community primarily is not.94 It
is not:
1.

A Bible Study. While scripture plays a vital, foundational role in the life

of a missional community, the goal of studying the Bible is, in an MC, to foster
our repentance from sin and turning to faith in the completed work of Jesus’ death
and resurrection. It is not simply to gain more biblical or theological knowledge.
Therefore, the focus is not inward, or pedagogical, but to propel people outward
in service to community.
2.

A Support Group. Because a missional community is like a family,

members carry and support one another’s burdens as they point each other toward
Jesus. However, the healing and restoration Jesus brings is meant to be shared and
spread outwardly rather than focused inwardly on a small group of people.
3.

A Social Activist Group. Missional communities are active in their

localities because they recognize Jesus as lord of every sphere of life, and that
Jesus calls people to be a foretaste of the final restoration of all things. However,
if they limit their activity to social activism, they will not be faithful to the
fullness of Jesus’ mission.
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4.

A Weekly Meeting. Just as the church is not a building, a missional

community is not a weekly meeting. Rather, it is a community of people
participating in Jesus’ mission to the world that transforms every sphere of life,
not merely one night of the week.

Most church leaders define a small group as having at least one of the above
components. Missional communities, on the other hand, are not defined primarily as any
of these, though they may have a component of each. In missional communities, spiritual
growth is fostered through studying God’s word with, as Woodward describes, “a group
of people who are enacting God’s story in concrete and local ways. They recognize that
the scriptures were written to not only help us to believe the right things (orthodoxy) but
that we might live in the right way (orthopraxy).”95 To participate in the mission of God,
disciples are made. This requires understanding and being able to share the Christian
scriptures. But often, Bible studies do not require the making of disciples.
Second, small groups may have a primary support-group focus, such as being a
support group for divorce or addiction recovery. Support groups often have a hard time
engaging “missionally” because, as House writes, “when a person joins a care group, he
or she expects to be cared for, not to be challenged to evangelize.”96 Members of
missional communities are invited to find restoration, and in turn, to help others find
restoration as they live out mission together. Missional communities are environments
where acceptance and forgiveness are manifested within the group so that acceptance and
forgiveness will be shared outside the group.
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Third, missional communities are not primarily social activist groups, or groups
focused on social justice. Missional communities find their mission in Christ’s
redemptive act and call to ministry. To conclude that the end of mission is helping the
poor and needy would be to neglect a primary responsibility of the church, which is
making disciples. Missional communities are groups of people who practice inclusivity,
according to Woodward, who writes, “missional congregations practice the kind of
hospitality that welcomes the stranger even while anticipating that welcoming new
people to share in ministry may change their faith community.” He goes on to explain
that small groups are often exclusive, meaning, “unless you believe what we believe and
behave like we behave, you cannot belong.”97 Conversely, the early church lived out the
mission of God by inviting others into the community to participate. And in Acts chapter
10, we learn that Cornelius, who along with his family was “God- fearing,” “gave
generously to the poor and prayed regularly to God.”98 He engaged in these practices
before he ever came to faith in Christ Jesus. Missional communities are not designed
solely to meet the needs of their members, but to help meet the needs of others in their
local communities, all with a view to fostering wholeness and redemption of all things,
and disciple-making.
Fourth, missional communities do not function simply as organized gatherings on
a weekly basis. Small groups meet on a specific day at a specific time. During the formal
gatherings, spiritual teaching and relationship-building take place within a fixed time slot.
On the other hand, missional communities gather both formally and informally
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throughout a month. The reason for this is for discipleship and outreach to become a
normal rhythm of life. What is important within a missional community context is not
primarily what takes place at a scheduled meeting time, but what happens throughout the
rhythm of a given week and month. Missional communities seek to have a rhythm of life
where mission imbues all of life. Whether they hold formal or informal gatherings the
purpose is to foster spontaneous fellowship, mission, and discipleship.
The final distinction between a missional community and a small group is the size
of the group. Most small groups range from 6 to 12 people, whereas missional
communities are made up of 20-50 people. Why is this a factor when the wisest and
easiest correction might be to make small groups more missional? Breen and Absalom
point out two important observations from their work. “When trying to make small
groups missional, one of two things happened: 1) They often refused the call and
continued to stay inwardly focused.”99 Most small groups are situated around
relationships that have been built on common interests. To ask members to invite
“outsiders” in causes fear, which leads to increased exclusivity. Within my ministry, this
has been a hurdle people have had to overcome as they engage in missional communities.
Their fear was a carry-over from past small-group experiences. To continually put
themselves in situations that invite others who have different interests, personalities, and
life situations is a frightening hurdle to overcome.
The second observation, according to Breen and Absalom is, “There was never
enough momentum due to the size, and burnout soon ensued.”100 Reggie McNeal
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explains that small groups are, “small enough to care, but not large enough to dare.”101
When Mike Breen began missional communities over 20 years ago, he did so with groups
of 8-15, and he saw this for himself. Too often people are intimidated to be on mission in
smaller groups. The problem often occurs when not enough people “show up.” One of the
debilitating factors for a church or group seeking to live on mission is when they feel they
have to do it alone. When there is a larger group committed to mission, there will more
often be a contingency of people present to partner and support one another to actively
serve together on a project or event.
So perhaps the correction is to make small groups a bit larger. Both Breen and
Absalom points out, “The danger of a group settling at 12 to 18 people is that it will
operate like a big small group and won’t have the resources and momentum for effective
mission. It is hard to form a leadership team out of this sized group, and most of the
people will default to thinking the leader will do everything, which leads, of course, to
consumerism.”102 Having a larger group promotes shared leadership. This empowers
leaders to constantly identify others to use their gifts and talents to partner with the work
of the gospel. Burnout is possible among shared leadership, but it is not inevitable.
Shared leadership is a reflection of healthy community.
Breen and Absalom make one last point about the size of a group. They write,
“What we have found is that small groups of six to twelve are important, but they simply
aren’t the best size for doing mission and growing a group on their own. There is
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something almost magical about the extended family size, something that just clicks with
groups growing to twenty to fifty.”103 Missional communities act and function like a
family unit. Breen and Absalom identify missional communities as, “a group of people,
about the size of an extended family, doing the mission of God together outside the
regular confines of the church building.”104 Jeff Vanderstelt defines missional
communities this way, as “a family of missionary servants who make disciples who make
disciples.”105 In referring to “family,” Vanderstealt means, “they have and know of a
divine love that leads them to love one another as brothers and sisters. They treat one
another as children of God deeply loved by the Father in everything—sharing their
money, time, resources, needs, hurts, successes, etc. ... They know each other well.”106
The idea of missional communities as extended families is not a new idea. It is seen
throughout scripture. Jesus identifies his followers as his “brothers and sisters.”107 Paul
identifies disciples as “children of God through faith in Christ Jesus.”108 Furthermore, the
early church met in homes. These homes resembled communities that were on the
mission of God together. In his epistles, Paul wrote to house churches with the maximum

103

Ibid, l. 930, Kindle.

104

Ibid. l. 220, Kindle.

105

Jeff Vanderstelt, “What Is a Missional Community?” Verge Network,
http://www.vergenetwork.org/2011/01/07/jeff-vanderstelt-what-is-a-missional-community-printable/
(accessed November 28, 2012).
106

Vanderstelt.

107

Col. 1:1-2.

108

Gal. 3:26.

46
size “determined by the number of people who could gather in a home, which was
probably in the 50 to 70 range,” according to Breen and Absalom.109

Conclusion
In conclusion, missional communities are groups of 20 to 50 people who together
have set out on God’s mission to make the gospel of Jesus Christ tangible in their local
communities. A missional community is a vehicle through which discipleship fosters
spiritual growth, caring for one another, and reflecting Christ’s love to the surrounding
locale.
According to Reggie McNeal, missional communities allow for the “church to be
incarnationally present in people’s lives right where they already are, in the rhythm of the
life they are already living.”110 No longer is the mission of God based on a single action
or program. It begins, in the words of M. Scott Boren, “by creating a pattern of doing life
together that stands in contrast to the practices of the wider culture.”111 To a culture that
has based its values on individualism, missional communities, at their best, represent
God’s intentions for community.
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Spiritual Gifts: A.P.E.S.T.
Why does God empower people with certain spiritual “gifts” when they become
followers of Christ? What is the purpose of these gifts? Both questions are pressing in a
world where many Christians feel ill-equipped to live out their faith.
In his letter to the church at Ephesus, Paul identifies five spiritual gifts and their
purposes: “The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for
building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the
knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.”112
The five spiritual gifts Paul identifies are those of: apostles, prophets, evangelists,
pastors, and teachers.
Each gift was given with a purpose: to equip believers to do the work of the
gospel and by so doing building up the church. As the church is equipped, it is Christ’s
desire that maturity and unity will manifest within the body of Christ allowing the gospel
of Christ to go out into the world. This is not only the focus of Paul’s letter to the
Ephesians, the New Testament teaches that every believer has been gifted for this very
reason (Romans 12:3-8; 1 Corinthians 12 and 14; Ephesians 4:7-13; 1 Peter 4:10-11).
When people come to faith in Christ, they are part of Christ’s body, the church.
Not only are they justified by faith, but they “receive special gifts so that each one of us
may function in [the] part God has chosen [for] us … in the framework of the body of
Christ.”113 Paul, along with the early church, was under the impression and teaching that
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every believer was gifted to partner in the gospel. Every believer is called to develop their
gifts and put them in the service of God.
Over the centuries, some have questioned whether certain gifts Paul identified in
Ephesians are still found today. The two gifts most frequently scrutinized are those of
apostle and prophet. Yet one wonders, why should we single out just two of the gifts and
not all five? And if the other three, those of evangelist, pastor, and teacher, are still found,
why the exclusion of apostle and prophet?
The purpose of this section is to define each of the five gifts mentioned in
Ephesians 4, to identify their roles within the body of Christ, and to defend their necessity
in the church today. As missional communities seek to be the expression of the church in
their local context, it is necessary that believers be empowered to function in their areas
of giftedness. The acronym for the five gifts mentioned in Ephesians 4 is APEST
(apostle, prophet, evangelist, shepherd/ pastor, teacher).

A.P.E.S.T.
To begin to define the gifts Paul mentions in Ephesians 4, we must address the
question of “who” is the dispenser of these gifts. In verses 7-8 Paul states, “However, he
has given each one of us a special gift through the generosity of Christ. That is why the
Scriptures say, ‘When he ascended to the heights, he led a crowd of captives and gave
gifts to his people.’114 Paul identifies Jesus as the giver of gifts. As John Vooys writes,
Ephesians 4 is unique in that, “elsewhere God the Holy Spirit is high-lighted as the giver
113
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of spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12:7-11). In Romans 12:3-8 and 1 Peter 4:7-ll, God the
Father is credited with giving spiritual gifts.”115 But in Ephesians, Jesus, or God the Son,
is the dispenser of gifts.
Why is this unique? The context of the passage is why. Paul in Ephesians is
“specifically talking about the ecclesia (church) as God intended it to be,” writes Alan
Hirsch. “In fact, no other book in the Bible deals so specifically, and so authoritatively,
with the nature of ecclesia (church).”116 The church is Christ’s body to the world,
revealing his message, which is manifested collectively as these gifts work together.

Apostle. Of the five gifts listed in Ephesians, apostle is the least understood and
most controversial. As Steve Addison explains, the word “apostle” derives from “the verb
apostello, ‘to send,’ and frequently ‘to send with a particular purpose.’ The apostle is
therefore ‘one commissioned.’”117 In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus commissioned his
disciples on the day of his ascension “to go into all the world” with a particular purpose:
to “make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the
Son and the Holy Spirit.” And to “teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I
have given you.”118
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It is known that the first “apostles” were the original disciples. As Vern Sheridan
Poythress writes, “Christ appointed the apostles as witnesses (Acts 1:21-22). On the basis
of what they had directly seen and heard, and on the basis of the work of the Holy Spirit
inspiring them, they could testify authoritatively for all time concerning what Christ
accomplished.”119 Apostles were the first ones to go into the world to spread the good
news of Christ.
This leads us then to the role of the apostle. As seen in the New Testament, there
is a sending aspect to this gift. This goes even farther back than the disciples. As Addison
points out, Jesus was a sent one. “As the ‘sent one,’ Jesus represented the Father to
the world. He was sent from the Father to display his character, heart, compassion and
works to the world.”120 In this sense, an apostle is sent as a representative of Jesus to
carry on his message.
An apostle is the person who is empowered as catalyst to bring the gospel to a
new area. An apostle is the individual who is given a pioneering spirit, the one
continually looking for new opportunities to multiply the gospel through new churches
and ministries. Even more so, according to Addison, they “always have vision to see the
gospel penetrate a new region, a new social network, an unreached people group or subculture.”121 Alan Hirsch likes to identify apostles as those “given to the ecclesia to
provide the catalytic, adaptive, movemental, translocal, pioneering, entrepreneurial,
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architectural, and custodial ministry needed to spark, mobilize, and sustain apostolic
movements.”122
Most would identify an apostle as a church planter, global missionary, or an
individual who continually looks for new opportunities to start ministries where none
exist. In this sense, apostles are pioneers at heart. Later in this paper, I more deeply flesh
out the role of the apostle.

Prophet. The second gift mentioned in Ephesians 4 is that of prophet. As with the
apostle, the gifting and role of the prophet is extremely controversial. Because of the
complexity of the gift, more detail will be forthcoming. The goal of this section is simply
to explain the role of the prophet.
Throughout all of scripture, prophecy and the role of the prophet is visible. In the
Old Testament, the gifting of the prophet was to be a messenger for God. As Wayne
Grudem explains, “He is a ‘messenger of the covenant’—sent to remind Israel of the
terms of her covenant with the Lord, calling the disobedient to repentance and warning
that the penalties of disobedience will soon be applied (see for example, 2 Chronicles
24:19; Nehemiah 9:26, 30; Jeremiah 7:25; Malachi 4:4-6).”123
Like Old Testament writers, Paul believed revelations delivered by a prophet were
divine. Grudem writes,
This is evident, first, from the fact that the word Paul uses for “revelation” (Greek
apokalypto) and its related noun (apokalypsis) together occur forty-four times in
the New Testament, and they never refer to human activity or communication.
Rather, whenever the New Testament speaks of a “revelation,” it is always given
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by the activity of God (Matthew 11:25; 16:17; Galatians 1:16; Philippians 3:15),
of Christ (Matthew 11:27; Galatians 1:12), or of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians
2:10; Ephesians 3:5), or it results from events brought about directly by them
(especially Jesus’ return: Romans 2:5; 8:19; 1 Corinthians 1:7; 1 Peter 1:7).124
This leads to an explanation of the role of the prophet. The role of the prophet is to call
God’s people to faithfulness and obedience. As Hirsch points out, two questions revolve
around prophetic gifting: What is the nature of God? And, how then shall we live in this
time and place?125
Within each given context, the prophet is continually drawing people to the heart
of God. While the apostle is constantly pushing the mission to new frontiers, the prophet
is continually making sure people are drawn to obedience and faithfulness in Christ.

Evangelist. The third gift Paul mentions in Ephesians 4 is that of evangelist.
Throughout the book of Acts, people were sent to proclaim the good news of Christ. This
is the primary role of the evangelist: to share the message of Christ with all who don’t
already know it.
In the book of Acts we find many examples of evangelists and their means of
evangelism. Two examples are Apollos and Philip. The two have different experiences,
yet the same gift. Apollos “was naturally drawn toward proclaiming the gospel in
convincing, and even confrontational ways (Acts 18:24–27).”126 Phillip, on the other
hand, demonstrated in his conversation with the Ethiopian Eunuch, “an entrepreneurial,
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itinerant, compelling, and obviously persuasive kind of evangelistic ministry (Acts 8).”127
Both men were empowered by Christ to share the hope they possessed.
According to Hirsch, evangelists are also viewed as “recruiters to the cause: they
are gifted with the ability to catalyze faith in Jesus and thereby gain new adherents to the
movement.”128 The movement in the book of Acts resulted from people coming to faith
in Christ. And it was new believers who were then catalysts for the movement of Christ
to expand. The best means of church growth is not more program but more evangelism.
In my own ministry, “experience evangelism,” specifically friendship evangelism, has
been the catalyst of growth.
This is where the true gifting of evangelism is revealed. An evangelist is
motivated by people coming to faith, while finding new unreached territories motivates
the apostle. Both have the same goal, yet a different drive. To bring the prophet into the
equation, the prophet’s role is to proclaim “faithfulness to God among the people of
God,” in the words of Hirsch.129
Evangelists function in a priestly role. They desire to mediate between God and
people, and even people and other people. Their motivation is reconciliation. There is no
one means of evangelism; evangelism is done in many forms. What matters is the
motivation and outcome.
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Shepherd/ Pastor. The fourth gift mentioned in Ephesians 4 is that of pastor. In
this section and in future references, a pastor will be identified as “shepherd”. Both
“pastor” and “shepherd” are translations of the same Greek word, poimen. A shepherd is
identified as someone who cares for sheep. Jesus used the term metaphorically for
himself. In the Old Testament, God is called the “Shepherd of Israel.” David Devenish
points out that shepherd “is used of church leaders only in Ephesians 4:11, though the
verbal form, i.e. ‘do shepherding,’ is found in Acts 20:28 and 1 Peter 5:2. These three
words are quite evidently used to describe the same people, since all three are used
together of the elders in Ephesus in Acts 20.”130
In the metaphor Jesus used for himself, a “shepherd” is to care for the sheep. The
sheep are the people of God. This leads to the definition of a shepherd as “one who cares
for and develops the people of God, leading, nurturing, protecting and making
disciples.”131 A shepherd is also, according to Hirsch, Catchim, and Breen, called to
“nurture spiritual development, maintain communal health and engender loving
community among the people of God.”132
The function of the shepherd is that of an overseer. The shepherd’s gifting lends
them an overall perspective of what’s taking place in the lives of his or her flock, whether
in a missional community, small group, or ministry of the church. Often people refer to
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the vocational pastor as the shepherd of the church, with the role of shepherd being
equated with a vocational position. This becomes confusing.
A shepherd’s function is described by the metaphor with which he/she is
identified. Shepherds pay close attention to their immediate environments. They are
detail oriented about people and the health of their communities. They have the gift of
compassion and empathy. Shepherds also have a capacity for multiple meaningful
relationships. There are two biblical examples for this role: Exodus 18:13-27 and Acts
6:1-7. In Exodus, Jethro advised Moses to equip other reliable men to oversee the people
of Israel. Moses had taken on the role of shepherding and it had become overwhelming
which caused the people to not be cared for properly. In Acts, the early church quickly
multiplied. Many of the believers were becoming disgruntled at the lack of care widows
and others were receiving. Recognizing the need for more pastoral care for the health of
the community, the twelve appointed seven others to take on this responsibility. These
seven were identified as capable and reliable for this role.
Shepherds differ from apostles in that they are more concerned with the
immediate needs of the church rather than the church’s next frontiers. They differ from
evangelists in that they are more concerned with the needs inside the church rather than
the needs within a local community. Lastly, they differ from the prophet in that they are
more focused on walking alongside people through difficulty than on challenging them to
radical obedience on personal and societal levels.

Teacher. The last of the five gifts mentioned in Ephesians 4 is that of teacher. Of
the five gifts, teacher may be best understood. According to John Johnson, teachers are
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individuals who “clarify the word of God so that people gain wisdom, the theologian who
helps people explore the mind and heart of God.”133 They are those who effectively train
people, teaching a biblical worldview and helping people apply the scriptures to their
lives. As such, writes Hirsch, they are “concerned with theological truth and shaping the
consciousness of God’s people to be consistent with that truth.”134
Most often teachers are recognized as the axis point of the church, as their role is
indispensable to the health of the community. But contrary to what often happens, where
undue emphasis is put on teaching, Jesus did not intend teaching to be the dominant gift.
Rather, each gift has equal value.
Each gift has a role and each gift is different from the next. Allan Hirsch makes
the distinction: “teachers are similar to prophets and apostles, in that they all deal with
ideas that shape life. The difference perhaps is that teachers are concerned more about
broad comprehension and systematic understanding as opposed to faithfulness to the
covenant (prophets) and the nest of more foundational and formative ideas that apostles
hover over with a strong sense of custodial responsibility.”135

As we look at each of the gifts, we see their differences and similarities. It is
imperative to keep in mind that each gift is given to work toward the same purpose: that
the church grow in maturity and ministry.
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Jesus, in his own ministry, manifested each of the five gifts Paul identifies in
Ephesians 4. Jesus was sent into the world to represent his father (apostle). Jesus was the
messenger calling the people back to God (prophet). Jesus went to the Gentiles to bring
the message of God to them (evangelist). Jesus cared for his disciples, nurturing their
spiritual growth (shepherd). Jesus taught the Law of God revealing the new covenant
(teacher).

Controversial Gifts
There is controversy surrounding the teaching of APEST gifting. Specifically, the
points of contention involve the gift of the apostle and the gift of the prophet. We will
present three common arguments against APEST, followed by a defense against each of
the arguments.

Argument 1. This argument contends that the gifts of apostle and prophet have
ceased because their role was to establish the early church, and within church history, the
roles were introductory in nature. In the words of John Johnson, the argument holds that
outside the letter to the Ephesians “Paul does not use apostolic language. In the writings
to Timothy and Titus, Paul gave the most explicit and comprehensive instructions
regarding church leadership, but APEST is neither the structure nor the model used.”136
Paul, in his other letters to the churches, appointed elders and deacons rather than
apostles and prophets (Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5-6). Johnson points out that, even at the end
of his farewell in Acts, “he gathered ‘the elders’ and implored them to shepherd the
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church of God.”137 This was also true of Peter when he addressed the elders to shepherd
God’s flock (I Peter 5:1-4).
This leads to the concern that one epistle—namely, Ephesians—has been
disproportionately elevated. “Though,” Johnson writes, “Ephesians was a significant
letter shared with the body of churches in Asia Minor, Ephesians 4:11 is simply too
slender a thread on which to hang ecclesiology.”138 According to this argument, gifting
and roles within the church must not hinge on a single passage or book, but on
overarching principles throughout the epistles. As Johnson contends, “by the time the
local church was established, the gift of apostle and prophet seem to have faded into
disuse; leadership had transferred to the elders.”139 This would be evident in the teachings
of the other epistles.
The argument can be summarized thusly: Ephesians 2:20 identifies the apostle
and prophet as having introductory roles. “The apostle,” according to Johnson,
“established the church, while the prophet had the foundational task of communicating
divine revelation. Together, along with Christ as the Cornerstone.”140 D.A. Carson makes
the point that “apostles were appointed in the gospels, the prophets at Pentecost, and then
the teachers after Pentecost.”141 He continues, saying that the other three gifts subsumed
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the functions of apostle and prophet, or “the evangelist carries on the activity of the
apostle, while the pastor and teacher take over the function of the prophet.”

142

Argument 2. Argument 2 centers on the qualifications for apostles. According to
Grudem, an apostle is one who has “seen Jesus after his resurrection with one's own eyes
(thus, being an ‘eyewitness of the resurrection’), and … been specifically commissioned
by Christ as his apostle.”143 This argument contends that apostles were those who had
physically seen the risen Christ. This limits the number of people who could have been
apostles.
The second part of this argument identifies the role of the apostle. According to
Devenish, the apostle’s role was to affirm the writing of the New Testament, “and once it
was complete, there was no further need for apostolic ministry.”144 In this view, the term
“apostle” refers to one who has the authority to author the scripture. Because the
Scripture is already established and complete, there is no need for apostles.

Argument 3. The third and final argument is whether or not the role of the prophet
has ceased today. The key text used in this argument is 1 Corinthians 13:8-12, which
indicates that prophecies, tongues, and knowledge will pass away "when the perfect
comes" (v. 10). As James Scott explains, according to some cessationists (meaning those
who believe the gifts of apostle and prophet have ceased), “this passage predicts the
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cessation of these gifts when the NT canon is completed or when the church reaches
maturity (around the end of the first century).”145 Cessationists agree that prophecy in the
New Testament was a foundational gift but only a foundational gift given for a particular
period of time, namely the early church.
The argument is solely based on the completion or perfection of the canon of
scripture. Perfection for the cessationist is not based on Christ’s return, but rather that the
church has its completed canon. The concern is that if prophecy is the same as that
identified in the New Testament and Old Testament, then, as Grudem writes, “these
words would be equal to Scripture in authority, and we would be obligated to write them
down and add them to our Bibles whenever we heard them. But if we are convinced that
God stopped causing Scripture to be written when the book of Revelation was completed,
then we have to say that this kind of speech, uttering the very words of God, cannot
happen today.”146 According to this view, the canon holds all perfect revelations from
God. Any claims to have new revelations must be rejected as false.

Defense against Argument 1. Ephesians was indeed an epistle written to establish
a foundation for the church. However, Paul’s writing about the apostle and prophet were
not limited to the church at Ephesus. Paul had also written to the church at Corinth about
both gifts. As Hirsch, Catchim, and Breen point out, “1 Corinthians 12:28 indicates the
foundational role of apostles and prophets in relation to the other gifts.”147 To claim that
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Paul’s teachings in Ephesians concerning apostles and prophets was limited to only a
single church is simply incorrect. It is also true that Paul’s letters were circulated to other
churches for teaching purposes, even if they were written to a specific group of people.
It is not the concern of this paper to address all the important issues relevant to
this point of concern, but as Devenish writes, “the Holy Spirit, not Western rationalism,
marks the turning of the ages, after all; and to deny the Spirit’s manifestations is to deny
our present existence to be eschatological, as belonging to the beginning of the time of
the End.” It is imperative to recognize that maturity of the church in every generation is a
result of the equipping work of leadership gifts described in Ephesians 4. It is also
imperative to read Ephesians 4 realizing that the church “in each generation needs the
gifts of the ascended Christ,” continues Devenish, “just as it needs and is promised the
power of the Holy Spirit, similarly given from the ascended Christ.”148

Defense against Argument 2. The term “apostle” was used in Judaism, as well as
in Greek by New Testament authors. The word “apostle” may, as Devenish explains,
“have been borrowed from Judaism to designate one especially commissioned.”149
Unfortunately for most biblical scholars, this takes away from the mystique of the word.
The word “apostle” appears approximately eighty times in the New Testament,
and many of those instances refer to people other than the original twelve and Paul. Some
of the apostles named include: Barnabas (Acts 14:4), Andronicus and Junias (Romans
16:7), Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25), Barnabas (Acts 14:4,14), James, Jesus’ brother
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(Galatians 1:19), Apollos (1 Corinthians 4:9), and Silas (1 Thessalonians 2:7). There is no
evidence that these apostles had seen the risen Lord, nor had they been commissioned by
him. Clearly the scope of apostles was wider than the twelve disciples and Paul.
Likewise, it is incorrect to suggest that an apostle had to participate in penning the
New Testament canon. Most of the apostles did not. In fact, a large portion of the New
Testament was written by Luke, who was not described as an apostle.150 This supports the
view that not all authors of the New Testament canon were identified as apostles or that
all apostles wrote scripture.
In the New Testament, “apostle” refers to one of the spiritual gifts (charismata)
and vocations (kleseos) that were given to extend the ministry of Christ.151 Nowhere does
Ephesians or another epistle suggest that the apostolic gifting was intended for firstcentury Christians only.

Defense against Argument 3. The third and final argument rests on the question of
whether or not the church age has ceased, causing the revelatory gifts to cease along with
it, as cessationists claim. Contrary to the cessationists’ claim, 1 Corinthians 13:8-12
“seems to connect the cessation of these spiritual gifts with the return of Christ, thus
implying their continuance until then,” writes James Scott.152 Cessationist Richard
Gaffin, on the other hand, claims that 1 Corinthians does not specify when the gifts will
cease. Gaffin argues that “Paul's overall purpose is to emphasize the enduring qualities of
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faith, hope, and love, especially love, and not to specify the time in which certain gifts
will cease.”153 Griffin explains that, “Paul is not intending to specify the time when any
particular mode will cease.”154 The “perfect” to which Paul is referring is Christ’s return
or the passing away of a believer when he/she will be in the presence of God.
When Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, people were still receiving spiritual gifts (as
12:31 and 14:1 imply). If the gifts had ceased, how did the gifts then continue if he had
written of their extinction? It is incorrect to read the passage 13:8-12 as if the only people
who possessed spiritual gifts would continue to possess them during his lifetime unless
Christ returned first.
Finally the argument that this passage links the gifts’ cessation with the writing of
the scriptures that eventually became the canon does not make sense. As Grudem points
out, “If we take A.D. 90 as the approximate date of the writing of Revelation, the last
New Testament book written, then the end of the writing of [the scriptures that would be
canonized] came about thirty-five years after Paul wrote 1 Corinthians (about A.D.
55).”155 This meant that during the late first century the gifts were still functioning within
the early church. Since we know that the gifts were functioning after Paul wrote 1
Corinthians, we are confident that the gifts are still functioning today.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, the APEST gifting described in Ephesians 4 is essential for the
church to fulfill its ministry in the world. As portrayed in Matthew, the Great
Commission was given to the disciples to spread the gospel message and establish the
church. Christ is preparing to come back for his followers, but not until the perfect time,
which is appointed by God. Until then, the church is to manifest Christ to the world
through the gifting with which he has empowered and equipped them. As Grudem writes,
Paul affirms this truth in “Ephesians when he says that Christ, in ascending to heaven,
‘gave gifts to men’ (Ephesians 4:8, RSV)—gifts that would enable the whole body to
work together, so that ‘when each part is working properly,’ the church itself ‘makes
bodily growth and up builds itself in love’ (Ephesians 4:16, RSV).”156
Each APEST gift is a representation of Christ’s ministry on earth. The church
should then, as Catchim eloquently describes, “expect to see the various five-fold
ministries emphasizing certain aspects of discipleship contained within Christ's discipling
ministry. They each value and demonstrate a particular facet of Jesus' work on earth, so it
is only natural that their interest in discipleship will be shaped by their inherent values.”
Not only do these gifts represent Christ but all five gifts are essential in order to
demonstrate the fullness of Christ in the world. “This is, after all,” Catchim continues,
“why the five gifts were given to the church, to re-present the full range of Christ's
ministry in and through the body of Christ to the world.”157
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It is biased to disregard certain gifts because they make one uncomfortable, or
because they are misunderstood. According to Paul, each person is given a gift not by
their choice but because Christ is the gift giver. According to Ephesians, when each
person exercises their spiritual gifts, the church is built up to maturity in Christ Jesus.
There is nothing in either Ephesians 4:11 or I Corinthians 12:28 to suggest that
any of these functions have ceased. “Gifted men and women have functioned in all five
leadership roles throughout church history, extending and substantiating the original
work,” writes Johnson.158 Eugene Peterson states, “each gift is an invitation and provides
the means to participate in the work of Jesus”159
Missional communities are expressions of the church in their local contexts.
Missional communities in many instances are the beginning of a church planted in a local
community. When leaders identify their gifts they are empowered to partner with one
another to make the gospel tangible in their context. They are also able to empower those
in their missional community to identify and actively use their gifting alongside them.
Missional communities are the hands, feet, and voice of a church. It is imperative
that the church begin to equip people in using the gifts Christ gave to the church.
Churches that do will grow into their full maturity and ability to manifest Christ’s love in
the world.
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Evangelism
Evangelism within Christianity has taken on a new meaning compared to
evangelism in the early church. The church of today looks at evangelism as a separate
function of the church rather than the purpose of why Jesus sent the disciples into the
world. Robert Webber has commented on this dilemma stating, “Christian evangelism,
discipleship, and spiritual formation were seldom . . . intentionally integrated with each
other. Evangelism was therefore considered a distinct specialism associated with
conversion, separated from mission, as well as from worship and discipleship.”160 In the
early church there was no distinction between discipleship, spiritual formation and
evangelism.
In this section I will investigate evangelism within the early church. This will
entail revealing the driving motives behind the proclamation of the gospel. Next, there
will be three forms of biblical evangelism discussed: power evangelism, service, and
“person of peace” evangelism. I’ll look into the validity of all three and the need for these
forms of evangelism to be adopted by missional communities for the proclamation of the
gospel in their local communities.

The Early Church
As Jesus walked the earth, his purpose was to proclaim the kingdom of God and
destroy the works of the devil. For three years, Jesus, along with his disciples,
accomplished this purpose by healing the sick, performing signs and wonders, revealing
the compassion of God to the broken-hearted and proclaiming that the kingdom of God
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has arrived. John Wimber, in his book Power Evangelism, states, “This explains the
twofold pattern of Christ’s ministry that was repeated wherever He went: first
proclamation, then demonstration. First He preached repentance and the good news of the
kingdom of God. Then He cast out demons, healed the sick and raised the dead—which
proved He was the presence of the Kingdom, the Anointed One.”161 His postresurrection commission to his disciples in Matthew 28:18-20 reaffirms what he had
taught them that, “I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth. Therefore, go
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son
and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given
you. And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” The disciples
were commissioned with three objectives: to make disciples of all nations, baptize them
(bring them into the church), and teach them obedience to God’s word (discipleship).
How did the disciples respond to the Great Commission? As evidenced
throughout Acts, the success of the disciples was extraordinary. Their methods only
reflected what was modeled by Christ to them. John Wimber states, “a close inspection of
the book of Acts reveals that the disciples went out and spread the good news in the same
fashion as Christ: by combining proclamation and demonstration of the kingdom of God.
The apostles not only taught what they heard but also did what Jesus did.”162 In the book
of Acts, there are 14 instances where acts of power and the apostles preaching brought
significant growth to the church. This would continue throughout early church history.
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Adolf von Harnack, in his work The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First
Three Centuries, lists reasons for the early church’s success:163
1. The religious characteristics of its preaching. The one living God, Jesus our
savior and judge, the resurrection of the flesh, and self-control, were messages the
ancient world needed to hear.
2. The gospel of salvation was good news to a people desperately challenged by
change, death, and decay.
3. The gospel of love and charity offered a sense of belonging, acceptance, and
self-worth that had no parallel in the ancient world outside the family, as well as
real practical assistance to impoverished people in a society without social safety
nets.
4. The religion of Spirit and power, of moral earnestness and holiness, offered
both powerful signs of the truth of the religion and high examples of what human
lives could become.
Like the first disciples, the early church was driven to spread the gospel. Their
drive stemmed from a deep sense of devotion and gratitude. Michael Green comments,
“This gratitude, devotion, dedication to the Lord who had rescued them and given them a
new life, this sense of being commissioned by him and empowered by his Spirit to do the
work of heralds, messengers and ambassadors, was the main motive in evangelism in the
early Church.”164 The reality of Christ within these followers drove them to live on
mission together.
This gratitude and devotion to Christ also created a deep love for one another.
This is revealed in Acts 4:32-37 when the disciples put aside self-centeredness to care for
the needs of each other. This love that was evident within the church was also a means of
evangelism to the world in which they lived. Christ’s love, which bound the church
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together, invited people from the marketplaces and neighborhoods to listen and receive
the message the disciples proclaimed.
The early church realized, just like Jesus, their empowerment was from the Holy
Spirit. They were empowered to do great works, perform signs and wonders, and to
reveal the love of God through the gift Jesus had given them at Pentecost.165 Michael
Green clearly makes the point, “The Acts of the Apostles is really a misnomer: they are
the acts of the Holy Spirit, as he guides, empowers and leads the infant Christian
community. Every new initiative is his.”166
In just one example, Peter and John in Acts 3 healed the lame man at the gate of
Beautiful, not through their own means, but through the empowerment given to them by
the Holy Spirit. This encounter led to Peter proclaiming the gospel of Christ within the
temple area. Only through the empowerment of the Holy Spirit did the proclamation of
the gospel spread through the early church.

Power Evangelism
In all four of the gospels, recordings of miracles and wonders drew people to
listen to the message of Christ. In these Gospels, Jesus always combined the
proclamation of the kingdom of God with its demonstration (the casting out of demons,
healing the sick, raising the dead, and so on). Every wondrous act had purpose, as
Wimber and Springer write:
Miracles are a foreshadowing and promise of coming universal redemption and
the fullness of the Kingdom. Casting out demons signals God’s invasion of the
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realm of Satan and Satan’s final destruction (see Matt. 12:29; Mark 3:27; Luke
11:21-22; John 12:31). Healing the sick bears witness to the end of all suffering
(see Rev. 21:4). Miraculous provisions of food tell us about the end of all human
need.167
John Wimber identifies these acts of proclamation as power evangelism. Power
evangelism is “a presentation of the gospel that is rational but that also transcends the
rational (though it is in no way “irrational” or anti-rational). The explanation of the
gospel—the clear proclamation of the finished work of Christ on the cross—comes with a
demonstration of God’s power through signs and wonders.”168 This definition is fitting
because signs and wonders do not equal salvation. They point to a beneficent and
powerful God who wants to give the gift of salvation.
The Bible never teaches that signs and wonders have ceased. The Bible does teach
that signs and wonders are a means of evangelism. These acts do not change the gospel.
They illuminate the gospel message just as Saul’s conversion in Acts 9 was based on his
physical condition being restored. After his sight was restored, Paul was receptive to the
illumination of the gospel. This was also the case earlier in Acts169 as the disciples
traveled from village to village, first healing then proclaiming the gospel message. The
purpose behind any form of evangelism is the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Power evangelism was not just intended for the early church or third-world
countries. Its purpose, even in the western world, is for proclamation. To eliminate the
Holy Spirit’s ability to move in such ways would be to squelch some of the biblical
functions of the Holy Spirit, for example, “prophecy, healing, tongues, etc.” (1 Cor. 12:4-
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7). Missional communities are healing communities. As in biblical times, people in every
local context are in need of healing. This may entail physical, emotional, or spiritual
healing that can only happen by divine intervention. Just as Jesus and Peter go to the
home of his mother-in-law170 or Peter and John stop to pray for the paralytic man171 at the
temple, so do missional communities pray for divine intervention.

Service
Evangelism is centered on proclamation to people. The message being delivered
must be presented in terms that resonate with the listener. Just as in biblical times,
individuals today become receptive to the gospel when it resonates with them—when
their needs are met by the church. It is imperative that evangelism be “not cognition, but
recognition”172 of the needs of individuals or groups of people.
Service is a means of evangelism. Service helps to gain the trust of individuals
and communities. As people have their needs met, they become sensitive to the message
of those assisting them with their needs.
Jesus lived a life of service. On several occasions Jesus fed the multitudes that
were hungry (Matt. 15:32-39; Matt. 14:13-21). As he met a need, the crowd became
receptive to his message because of his service. Through his example, the disciples
understood they needed to be aware and to bring relief to the needs of others. Leonard
Sweet states, “Evangelism is sensational: helping people hear, see, taste, smell, and touch
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the creativity of God in their lives and the necessity of their response to God’s
initiatives.”173 The manner in which this takes place is by serving others’ tangible needs.
Dino Rizzo documents the success of evangelism in his own community. He
defines their movement of service as a “servolution.” As he describes it, servolution
involves “1. A complete and radical change of a person’s life caused by simple acts of
kindness for the glory of God. 2. God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. 3. A church
revolution through serving.”174 In their church plant, Rizzo’s leadership team began to
serve by identifying and meeting the needs of their community. They were willing to do
anything for the purpose of reaching people. Rizzo states that a servolution requires
innovation. “This means thinking about who is not being targeted,” he explains, “and
who is falling through the cracks, then getting creative about meeting those needs. It
means noticing who is on the bottom of everyone’s list and putting them at the top of
yours.”175
Service takes on many forms. A current dilemma facing the church on a global
level is the issue of social justice. Social justice is the idea of creating a society based on
principles of equality, that understands and values human rights and that recognizes the
dignity of every human being. The topic of social justice is broad in its definition and
wide-ranging on those who are oppressed.
This was a concern of Christ and one he confronted. “I tell you that unless your
righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will
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certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:20). Jesus was stating that obedience
to God requires righteousness that stands for righteousness in the world (Matt. 25:31-46).
John Wimber states, “As we stand for social justice, we testify to the presence of the
Kingdom, and our evangelistic efforts are empowered.”176 In view of power evangelism,
he makes the point that, “signs and wonders, therefore, go hand in hand with social
justice.”177 Disciples of Christ must recognize social justice is evangelism, as it is a role
of God’s mission in the world.
Missional communities have the opportunity to make the gospel relevant as they
serve their local communities. They are able to connect Jesus’ teachings on caring for
those oppressed and in need by manifesting his presence as they serve others. Service
may be the greatest bridge, allowing those who are skeptical of the gospel to cross over
and see the gospel as tangible.
This is the unique advantage of a missional community. Just as every community
has its own unique makeup, so every missional is unique from other missional
communities. Every missional community is made up of its own special gathered
potential. As a missional community identifies both their spiritual gifting and unique
talents, they are able to serve their specific local context. This presents the opportunity to
proclaim the gospel by manifesting Christ within their local community.
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Person of Peace
As Jesus equipped his disciples to share the Gospel, one of his instructions was to
be attentive to the “person of peace.” This is seen in Luke 10:5-11 as Jesus instructs the
disciples to go in pairs into towns and villages. As they go they are to remain attentive to
the individuals, men and women, who welcome them and invite them into their lives.
These individuals can be identified as persons of peace in that they receive Jesus’
followers, inviting them to into their lives. David Watson defines the person of peace as,
“the one God has prepared to receive the Gospel for the first time into a community.”178
To add to the definition, Mike Breen identifies the individual who welcomes you,
receives you, listens to you and serves you179 for the sake of the gospel. Jesus
commanded the disciples to bless them for their generosity. There are many examples of
persons of peace throughout the Bible, but we highlight two found in Acts. As will be
revealed in both passages, persons of peace generally serve as gatekeepers to a wider
community.
In Acts 10, there was a man named Cornelius who was a God-fearing man. He
was also a man of influence. God had spoken to Cornelius in a dream, telling him to find
Peter. Cornelius sent his men to find Peter, and God told Peter the encounter was going to
take place. Peter went to Cornelius’ house. When Peter and his coworkers arrived, Peter
shared the gospel with Cornelius and he and his whole household came to faith in Christ.
Each one was baptized! Cornelius was a person of peace who invited Peter into his life to
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share the hope he possessed. Cornelius had provided an open door for others to hear the
gospel.
In Acts 16, Paul was on his second missionary journey. Along the way Paul had
docked in Philippi where he stayed for several days.180 On the Sabbath, he met some
women, including one named Lydia. Lydia was a merchant, a business owner. As Paul
shared with her the gospel, Lydia was receptive. She put her faith in Christ and was also
baptized. Lydia then invited Paul to stay at her house. She insisted this was validation of
her new faith. This was a place where Paul found shelter as he shared the Gospel in the
region. Lydia, like Cornelius, was a gatekeeper for the gospel to spread to her local area.
In fact Lydia was part of a church-plant in Philippi, a model church for others planted in
the region.
In these scenarios with Peter and Paul, people in their communities were catalysts
to the gospel being presented. In the framework of these examples persons of peace are
individuals they meet, “spend time with them, taste community, see the power of God in
a very real way, and then they are told that the Kingdom of God is near to them.”181
These individuals “experienced and tasted the goodness and power of the Kingdom, and
then they were told the Gospel.”182 This led to their being gatekeepers for the gospel to
be welcomed into the communities. The gatekeeper principle is simply: “a Person of
Peace will introduce you to others in their social network, giving you credibility and
creating opportunity for you to impact a whole group of unchurched people.”183 A

180

181

182

Acts 16:13-15.
Breen, l. 2751. Kindle.
Ibid.

76
gatekeeper opens doors for others in their relational circles and community to be
introduced to the gospel. Both Cornelius and Lydia were interested in who Peter and Paul
were as people, and drawn to the Christ in them. In turn they mirror what they had
experienced to their friends, family and others.
For most Christians, evangelism is a frightening word. In recent decades, our
understanding of evangelism has involved handing out ministry tracks or putting people
on the spot to make an initial decision for Christ. Evangelism has been about “winning” a
person to Christ rather than allowing God to provide relationships that are openings to the
gospel. This form of evangelism is focused on bringing the gospel into a person’s
everyday life. It makes evangelism not a daunting task, but life-giving. Evangelism
through relationship allows for long-term discipleship. It allows missional community
members to celebrate their relationships with friends, neighbors, and coworkers.
In Luke 10, Jesus warns his disciples: some will reject you. This is also true for
Christians: some will welcome us and others will reject us for our faith. It is important
that Christians be caring, respectful, and sensitive to those who reject them, and be
willing to leave them alone while holding them in prayer.

Conclusion
The purpose of evangelism is for Christ to be proclaimed so people can receive
salvation. Evangelism’s motivation began with the love of the Father reflected in Christ
and his followers. Unfortunately, evangelism has often been so aggressive it has left a
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wake of unappreciative listeners and even aggressors toward the message of Christ.
Leonard Sweet points out, “Our strategies have been spectacularly useless at best,
counterproductive at worst. We have lived through an exodus, but not of the biblical
kind.”184 This dilemma as researched by George Hunter, professor of evangelism at
Asbury, reveals, “thirty years ago it probably took five significant encounters before a
person would accept Christ. Today, he argues, it usually takes no less than twelve to
twenty nudges.”185 This dilemma is the result of believers evangelizing from wrong
motives rather than proclaiming the gospel as they have experienced it.
In order to get back to a style of evangelism revealed to us through the early
church, we must begin with a deep conviction of Christ’s love. This conviction is to be
the driving force to proclaim Christ to the world both locally and globally. Christ’s
proclamation is to be reflected in meeting the needs of people through the power of the
Holy Spirit. That means missional communities must be available to serve people
holistically, and must not be limited by fears, religious blinders, or worldly concerns.

Understanding Your Local Context
Every context the disciples and apostles were sent into was unique. Though
communities may have been in close proximity, there were differences among the groups.
Jesus called disciples to be his witnesses186 to Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the
uttermost parts of the world, meaning areas both near and far. The disciples were told to
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go into local and global contexts that had cultural and religious differences. This is true
today. The church is to go into every part of the world to be Christ’s witnesses. Just as the
disciples were sent into different cultural contexts, so are missional communities
positioned in different local contexts as well. This means they are to be an expression of
Christ in their unique context.
Culture can be defined in many ways: “Culture refers to the cumulative deposit of
knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions
of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and
possessions acquired by a group of people in the course of generations through individual
and group striving.”187 Also, culture, “in its broadest sense is cultivated behavior; that is
the totality of a person's learned, accumulated experience which is socially transmitted, or
more briefly, behavior through social learning.”188 Combining these definitions, we see
that culture is the characteristics of a particular group of people, including everything
from language, religion, social habits, social status, economic background, and the arts.
To simplify, culture is the expression of a particular group of people or place, their
patterns of behavior and thought.
Every community has its own culture. This has an effect on all people because
their context determines a good portion of how they think and respond to others and to
events affecting them. This is especially true for those who live in the communities they
have grown up in. J.R. Woodward identifies socialization as “the process of growing up
with a culture … [it] involves internalizing our culture’s ways of seeing things … The
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result is that we do not simply ‘see’ life, but we see it in enculturated ways.”189 During
socialization a person will learn the language of the culture they are born into as well as
the roles they will have in life.190
Currently most people move voluntarily,191 for reasons that range from wanting to
buy a specific house, to wanting access to a certain school system, to wanting to be near
people similar to them. People have the option to be in communities where they have a
sense of belonging.
Every community is both open and closed to the gospel. Daniel Sanchez identifies
barriers and bridges. Barriers are “issues of practice, culture, or perception that inhibit the
progress of the gospel.”192 Bridges are, “opportunities for people to encounter the truth
of the gospel through conversations and experiences with the people of God.”193 This is
nothing new for the church. Throughout Acts the disciples found bridges in communities
that opened doors to the gospel. Likewise, there were barriers. For example, Steven was
stoned194 because of barriers that kept the gospel from penetrating. Jesus warned the
disciples that both would occur. This is true for missional communities. They too will
encounter both openness and closed-ness. The question is: Will they be able to recognize
both?
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The call of a missional community is to go into their neighborhoods to live out the
gospel. This means that missional communities must identify their communities with the
purpose to make Christ known. What does it mean to identify a community? Every
community has its own specific challenges and advantages. Will Mancini identifies these
as a community’s local predicament.195 A missional community must ask the questions,
“What are the unique needs and opportunities where God has placed us? Understanding
your local predicament is about having an intimate grasp of the soil where God has called
you to minister.”196
God places a missional community in a place where they’re both a product of the
culture, and given the opportunity to create a new culture—one in which the gospel is
made tangible within their local community. In order for a missional community to begin
to make Christ known in their communities, they must identify their surroundings. This
means missional community members must become students of their neighborhoods. Dr.
Philip Kenneson states, “Every generation in every culture must take up the hard work of
discerning the opportunities for and the obstacles to embodying the gospel faithfully in
that place and time.”197 They must be willing to study their particular context to evaluate
and identify the fabric of their community. When they do so they are then able to
understand their community and the rhythms of their community. This then allows the
missional community to incorporate some of those rhythms in the rhythms of their
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missional community in order to reduce barriers and build bridges to their
neighborhoods.198
Just as important, a missional community must recognize the gathered potential of
their group. Within a given group, there are a variety of unique capabilities and resources.
Each missional community has its own personality. Each is composed of a collection of
personalities, education and training, financial capabilities, life experience, family
backgrounds, ethnicities, and spiritual gifts. These traits and gifts form their gathered
potential.199
The collection of all these capabilities and resources are what make each
missional community unique. Their gathered potential empowers the group to begin to
identify how they are able to be on mission within their community. Identifying gathered
potential guards against the individualism of western culture, in that it reveals the
importance of all members. The western worldview tends to over appreciate individual
giftedness, whereas Scripture points to the necessity of the body of Christ. Missional
communities are a representation of the body of Christ in their neighborhoods and
communities. Each member has a role and is part of the whole body.
What makes missional communities unique is their willingness to be a product of
their cultural and community context. They desire to create a missional culture to make
the gospel relevant to their neighborhoods and communities. Dr. Leonard Sweet had
challenged the students in his cohort with the question, “Do you love your zip code?”200
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As missional communities begin to understand their local contexts and identify their
gathered potential, they are responding to this question with a resounding “YES!”

Summary

In this section I argue for missional communities to be vehicles of discipleship.
Missional communities empower individuals in community to live on mission to make
the gospel relevant in their neighborhoods. Missional communities look back to the ways
in which the early church functioned. They recognize the importance of spiritual gifting
and evangelism, and are attentive to the local contexts in which God has placed them.
As seen in Section Two, there are other models of discipleship. I would argue that
other vehicles have weaknesses and limitations that keep communities from modeling the
early church. It would be unfair to say that other forms of discipleship are ineffective or
have not worked, since many successful churches function according to these forms. But
I would contend that these vehicles are limited in their ability to empower congregants to
holistically manifest the gospel and Christ’s love in their local communities.
Jesus told his disciples to heed the signs of the times.201 What he was referring to
is the spiritual climate of their age and the age to come. As seen in the United States, the
spiritual climate and receptiveness to the gospel has and will continue to change. The
church must be attentive to this in order to make the gospel effective. They must look
back at the early church and how they were sent to fulfill the Great Commission.
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God so loved the world that He sent his son. Jesus so loved the Father and
humanity that he gave his life. Once again, in order for an individual or group of
individuals to willingly participate in this form of discipleship they must ask the question,
“Do I/we love my/our zip code?”

SECTION 4: ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION

The unique structure of the Track 02 Dissertation requires the student to produce
an artifact supporting his or her written statement and including a practical application.
My artifact is an introductory training manual aimed at equipping people to lead
missional communities. A primer is an introductory book on a given topic, so I have
titled my artifact, “Missional Community Leadership Primer.” Each of the manual’s six
sessions focuses on a particular topic of concern within missional communities.

Session One: Missional DNA
Missional DNA is comprised of three components: Mission, Gospel, and
Community. These components form the purpose and posture of a missional community.
God sent his son to redeem humanity and restore wholeness (mission). Jesus then sent
his disciples to share the good news with the world (gospel). And Jesus sent his disciples
together to live on mission (community). These three components form the basis of
missional communities and allow them to reproduce.

Session Two: Defining Missional Communities
Missional communities are unique in that they’re made up of 20 to 50 people
(considered a “mid-sized” group) who are united in community to know Christ and make
Christ known in their neighborhoods and collective relationships. This session walks
through the definition of missional communities and the purpose of the size of the group.
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Session Three: MCs—A Movement of Missionaries on Mission
Traditionally, the church has defined a “missionary” as an individual who travels
to a different geographical region to share the gospel of Christ. This session redefines
“missionary” as an individual within a missional community. The redefinition helps
every member identify his or her calling as partner of the gospel. A missional community
identifies itself in two ways: as a community on mission, and as a community of
missionaries. Both are made up of individuals whose purpose is to make the gospel
known in their local contexts.

Session Four: Understanding Your Local Context
Missional communities are sent as missionaries into their local contexts. It is
imperative that each group recognizes that every community is unique. This means that
every missional community needs to identify their own community. In this session, the
group will explore their collective potential, giftings, talents, and resources. When a
missional community understands their community and their collective potential, they are
able to live out their apostolic calling among the people God has identified them to serve.
Two exercises in this session cannot be completed during a specific training time.
Members must complete these assignments to understand their local context. Once they
accomplish both they are able to identify their apostolic calling.

Session Five: A.P.E.S.T.—Identifying Your Leadership Gifting
Ephesians 4:11-13 identifies five spiritual gifts: those of apostle, prophet,
evangelist, shepherd, and teacher. The acronym for these gifts is A.P.E.S.T. God
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empowered the early church and the disciples with these gifts to live on mission and to
minister to each other. This is also true with missional communities.
This session describes each gift and summarizes how they together reveal the
fullness of Christ. At the end of the session there is an A.P.E.S.T. Survey that is to be
taken by participants. A score sheet identifies their A.P.E.S.T. giftings. Participants will
be able to identify their primary and secondary giftings.

Session Six: Person of Peace
The final session is equipping missional community members to identify their
Person of Peace. This session looks at the biblical examples of Peter and Paul as they
encountered individuals who received Christ and served as a catalyst for others to know
Christ. These individuals are identified as Persons of Peace. At the end of the session,
each member will identify his or her potential Persons of Peace.

Appendix: Recommended Reading
At the end of the Artifact is an Appendix. The Appendix consists of
recommendations for ongoing reading. This resource will help participants continue their
learning on the topics discussed in the Artifact.

Organization of Artifact
There is a progression to the construction of the Artifact. Session One provides a
foundation for the missional movement: namely, mission, gospel, and community.
Session Two defines “missional community.” Sessions Three through Six consist of four
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key elements: redefining the role of missionary, understanding groups’ local contexts,
learning how to identify members’ spiritual giftings, and finally, learning how to identify
people as potential partners in the gospel. This artifact provides a thorough introduction
for groups seeking to start and lead missional communities.

Use of Artifact
The artifact could be used and the training implemented in various venues:
- A weekend retreat consisting of six sessions
- A weekly training with a group of potential missional leaders (six weeks)
- A monthly/ quarterly leadership training for MC leaders
The artifact is a place for missional communities to begin. MC Leaders can reference the
artifact for ongoing training and equipping. As missional communities reproduce
themselves, leaders can continue to use the artifact. The artifact includes one manual,
created for both the trainer and participant, as opposed to separate manuals for each. This
was done deliberately so that participants can in turn become trainers, using the material
as the opportunity arises.202

202

The idea to use one manual was adopted from missional organizations such as 3DM and
MISSIO (see www.weare3dm.com and missio.us).

SECTION FIVE: ARTIFACT SPECIFICATIONS

Goals
I. The main goal for my Track 02 Artifact was to create a primer to engage and
empower leaders and potential leaders to initiate and/or reproduce missional
communities.
II. To be both a leader’s and participant’s guide. Both leaders and participants
can learn from the artifact and in turn train others with the same material. This
concept was adopted from missional organizations that use a similar form of
learning/teaching.
III. The artifact can be used with multiple groups of people. I have coached and
worked closely with each of these types of groups throughout the duration of
the project:
a. lay leaders and potential lay leaders;
b. pastors who desire to engage their congregation in moving towards
missional communities;
c. church planters who seek to plant missional communities;
d. denominations. For example, The Metropolitan District of the
Christian & Missionary Alliance (MDCMA) has supported this project,
hoping to empower leaders in leading missional communities. The artifact
is a vehicle for partnering with missional organizations. Currently I am
connected with MISSIO, 3DM, and SOMA Ministries. I have discussed
the artifact with them and hope for more dialogue. I have also connected
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with Alan Hirsch, and will attempt to discuss the project with him postgraduation.

Audience
The artifact is geared toward four different audiences:
1.

lay leaders from The Plant and other churches;

2.

church planters;

3.

pastors, both vocational or bi-vocational, who are currently pastoring a

congregation;
4.

the MDCMA as they work to empower leadership within the District to

learn about missional communities in order to empower churches to plant
missional communities.

Scope and Content
Regarding scope, the artifact is a training manual identified as a “primer.” As
stated, a primer is an introductory book on a given topic. The primer consists of 56 pages
from cover to cover, including designated sections where participants can record notes. It
is spiral bound to make it user-friendly.
The artifact is entitled, “Missional Community Leadership Primer.” The content
of the primer includes six sessions described in depth in Section 4. Each session focuses
on a particular topic of concern to missional communities. The artifact provides a
thorough introduction to both beginning and leading a missional community. It also
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includes an appendix listing recommended materials for further reading and training.
Material in the Appendix was used to compose the artifact and written statement.

Budget
The budget for my project was based on two line items: printing and editing. A
local printer will be used for the publication of the artifact, and the individual who edited
the written statement will also edit the artifact. Fifty books will be printed through Alpha
Graphics. These will be used with two test groups in Fall 2013.
1.

Alpha Graphics:
a. Quantity 50
b. Color cover
c. Black and white inside pages
d. 7” by 9” paper size
e. Total Cost: $281.87

2.

Manual Editing: $68.75

The settings for the test groups will be a retreat. Retreat costs will not affect the budget of
this project.

Test Groups
1.

The Plant Church lay leaders. This training will take place on a weekend

retreat, September 20-21, 2013.
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2.

Metropolitan Missional Cohort. Approximately twelve pastors who have

been or will be coached by myself and my associate pastor, will gather for a twoday retreat, September 25-26, 2013.

Questionnaire
A simple questionnaire will be given to each of the participants. The purpose of
the questionnaire is to elicit feedback on training content, to gauge its user-friendliness,
to determine its level of professionalism, and to improve the training to better equip
leaders of missional communities.

Questions. All answers range on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being not useful or
ineffective and 5 being completely useful and affective.
1.

How would you rate the content in the Missional Community Leadership

Primer?
2.

How user-friendly was the primer for you as a participant?

3.

How would you rate your interaction with the content of the primer?

4.

How would you rate the teachability of this material as you consider using

it with potential missional leaders?
5.

How professional was the material’s presentation?

6.

Overall, how would you rate the primer, including usefulness and

professionalism?
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Post- Graduation
After my graduation, the artifact will continue to be used to equip leaders to plant
missional communities. Within my local church context, The Plant Church, the artifact
will be the chosen material to train and equip leaders. In a larger church context, the
material will be used to train and equip pastors within the MDCMA. MDCMA will also
use the primer to equip lay leaders to plant missional communities in their local contexts.
On a national or public scale, the artifact can be used to facilitate partnershipbuilding between missional organizations. As stated, I currently have relationships with
MISSIO and SOMA Ministries, and have connected with 3DM and Alan Hirsch. My
hope is to contribute to the missional movement in whatever manner possible. Leonard
Sweet, lead mentor for my project, will be a resource in this regard, as Leonard has
influence among several missional organizations.

SECTION SIX: POSTSCRIPT

Execution
The execution of artifact-testing took place over two separate retreats, with the
intention of researching the primer’s effectiveness for two widely different audiences—
lay leaders and vocational pastors. The expectation that the manual would work for both
audiences was a high expectation. Yet it was the goal I created for myself when I entered
the Semiotics and Future Studies program.
From September 20-26, two separate retreats took place. First, on September 2021, twenty-five lay leaders and potential lay leaders of The Plant Church went to
Warwick Christian Retreat Center. During this time, six sessions were offered, each
focusing on one session of the primer. The training room had tables to host the leaders of
the missional communities represented. For two out of the six sessions, the attendees
were broken into two large groups. Two staff members from The Plant taught one of the
sessions, while I taught the other. The purpose was to allow more time for interaction in
these sessions, and to allow The Plant staff to work with the artifact to train leaders. The
time allotted to group training during the retreat was approximately 8 ½ hours, which did
not include leader-to-learner conversations in between or after sessions.
The second retreat took place September 25-26 in Masthope, Pennsylvania. The
venue was the MDCMA cabin. There were twelve pastors present besides myself. The
group consisted of pastors I’ve mentored over the past year, and new pastors my
associate pastor will be mentoring. As in the previous retreat, six sessions were held.
However at this retreat, the group stayed together for all sessions. The total time of group
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training was approximately 8 ½ hours, not including leader-to-learner conversations in
between or after sessions.

Evaluation
Three evaluations took place at the different retreats. I stepped away for the
evaluations. The first involved the questionnaire. The second evaluation focused on the
interaction of the groups and the leader. The third was my evaluation of the material,
specifically, its ability to equip the trainer, and its reproducibility.

Questionnaire
Answers ranged on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being not useful or ineffective, and 5
being completely useful and effective.
Lay Leaders Responses
7. How would you rate the content in the Missional Community Leadership
Primer? Total: 4.6
8. How user-friendly was the primer for you as a participant?

Total: 4.6

9. How would you rate your interaction with the content of the primer? Total:
4.4
10. How would you rate the teachability of this material as you consider using it
with potential missional leaders? Total: 4.6
11. How professional was the material’s presentation? Total: 4.8
12. Overall, how would you rate the primer, including usefulness and
professionalism? Total: 4.8
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Total Overall Score: 4.6
Pastors
1. How would you rate the content in the Missional Community Leadership
Primer? Total: 4.6
2. How user-friendly was the primer for you as a participant? Total: 4.6
3. How would you rate your interaction with the content of the primer?
Total: 4.5
4. How would you rate the teachability of this material as you consider using it
with potential missional leaders? Total: 4.7
5. How professional was the material’s presentation? Total: 4.3
6. Overall, how would you rate the primer, including usefulness and
professionalism? Total: 4.7
Total Overall Score: 4.6

Results Conclusion
When analyzing the questionnaire results from the two groups of participants, I
noticed the results were almost equal. The total scores were the same, and each of the
question scores diverged from the other group by a fraction. This indicates the artifact
results and effectiveness for both groups. On a personal note, I was pleasantly surprised
at the similarities in the evaluation responses.
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Interaction
There was a noticeable difference in the interactions of the two groups. The lay
leaders had some interaction with the trainers, but not as much as the pastors. The pastors
in each session had questions, comments, and dialogue. The question that needs to be
asked is: Why was there more dialogue with the pastors than the lay leaders? My guess is
that lay leaders have been moving in the direction of leading missional communities, and
were looking to be equipped to next steps within in their MCs. Conversely, while some of
the pastors in the training had been moving toward beginning MCs, they were less
experienced with MCs. They were asking the hard questions of transitioning their
churches toward missional communities. This was expected, so their increased
interaction with the trainer was not a surprise.

Reproducibility
The final evaluation of the retreat involved the ability for the learner to become
the trainer. In other words, is the artifact reproducible? Among the lay leaders, this will
be determined by how effectively they use the material in training their MCs and
potential MC leaders. This will be seen as the year progresses. The lay leaders expressed
excitement about starting to equip their MC members with the training they’d received.
Among the pastors, the resounding answer to the question of reproducibility was
“Yes!” Each of the pastors received a second primer so they would have one to give to
another person. The pastors asked for permission to use the material to equip leaders
within their churches. Permission was granted. One of the participants was the Church
Plant Coordinator of MDCMA. Throughout the two-day training, he asked for permission
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to use sections of the primer with his church-plant training material. Again, permission
was enthusiastically granted.
Moving forward, as the Primer is given to leaders, coaching will be offered. There
will be three coaching sessions available to the point leaders. This will help leaders
address questions that would arise and process through MC dynamics.

Final Thoughts
After producing this artifact, I am struck by the importance of creating material
both for one’s particular setting, and to empower a wider audience. So often I have used
other organizations’ material and felt something was missing for my particular context.
This exercise has inspired me to be more deliberate about equipping those in and beyond
my church context.
This artifact has inspired me to write a popular book on training and equipping
leaders to plant missional communities in their local contexts. The purpose of the book
will be to inspire others to engage in the missional movement. The book will also
introduce pastors or lay leaders to the Missional Community Leadership Primer, as the
primer will be the practical application of the book.
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